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INTRODUCTION: WHY THIS STUDY?
To begin, we would like to thank you—students, congregants, church leaders, elders, pastors, and churches—for 
supporting and using this Bible study. We hope it enriches your Christian life, challenges your heart, and builds up 
your faith to the glory of God. 

WHY JON AH?

Many people know the story of Jonah and the big fish, but few could say why it’s in the Bible. And fewer still understand 
how Jonah’s calling and message illuminate the redemption that would come through God’s Son hundreds of years 
later. This Bible study will help us behold God’s mercy and justice as it leads us into a deeper understanding of how 
the Old Testament points to the work of Christ.

A LL  OF  OUR STUDI ES  ARE  DES IGNED WITH  SEVERAL  TH INGS  IN  M IND :

1. To advance the gospel. The Pew Research Center reports a rapidly-changing religious landscape in the U.S., with 
the percentage of those identifying as atheist, agnostic, or “nothing in particular” up nine percent in just the last 10 
years.1 Almost 60 percent of our youth leave their churches as young adults, with many joining this growing number.

Despite this unsettling news, the core message of Christianity—the gospel—is still capable of renewing our lives 
and the church.

Rather than worrying or acting out of fear and self-preservation, the best hope for Christians, the church, and the 
people who feel pressure to abandon their faith is the historic Christian faith, the gospel announcement of what God 
has done through Jesus Christ for the world.

2. To speak to honest questions. Many in our evangelical, Baptist, Reformed, Lutheran, and Anglican churches 
have honest questions about faith and life that they may be afraid to ask. We shaped this study to address the concerns 
of long-time, committed Christians, new Christians, Christians with wavering faith, and skeptics alike.

3. To engage the drama of Scripture, teach the doctrine of historic Christianity, move us to doxology 
(worship), and enable healthy discipleship. Our studies are written to show how doctrine naturally arises out 
of the Bible’s narrative of Jesus Christ and his saving work. We designed the reflection and discussion questions 
with a practical emphasis to help you engage the material in a prayerful way that should inspire worship and lead to 
a better understanding of how to live as a disciple of Christ. 

4. To be useful in a variety of settings. We wrote this study thinking of Sunday school classes, Bible study groups, 
informal gatherings among friends, and individuals who want to learn more about the Christian faith. Each lesson 
includes a series of short sections containing a reading and a set of reflection questions. The leader’s edition of this 
study has group discussion questions so that Christians can come together to share insights, ask questions, pray 
together, and be equipped to share what they’re learning with friends and family.

We recommend you work through one lesson per week. If meeting with a group, we suggest reading the lesson and 
answering the questions on your own first. 

1 Pew Research Center, “In U.S., Decline of Christianity Continues at Rapid Pace: An update on America’s changing religious 
landscape,” October 17, 2019, https://www.pewforum.org/2019/10/17/in-u-s-decline-of-christianity-continues-at-rapid-pace/.
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NOTE TO LEADERS (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)
Again, thank you for supporting and using this Bible study. Here are some tips for doing this study with a group:

• Encourage group members to get their own copies of the Bible study. Each week they should read 
the lesson in advance and answer the reflection questions, so they’re prepared to meet and share 
their thoughts with the group. 

• Prepare in advance to lead the discussion. Your leader’s edition has additional sections (highlighted 
with gray boxes) to help you lead your time together. It also contains page numbers for the study book 
to help leaders cue the correct page.

• Though it’s common for discussion to stay at the intellectual level, the questions in this study are aimed 
at being practical. It’s important to help people think about how the truth of God’s word intersects 
with their daily lives. We encourage you to model and encourage personal reflection and application.

• Be patient with your discussion time. Leading group discussion is hard! It takes practice, and it 
can take time for people to feel comfortable sharing. It can also be frustrating when people come 
unprepared, but your grace and patience will help people continue showing up.

• Invite people to participate by reading a passage of Scripture or a section of the study, or by closing 
in prayer at the end. Welcome their thoughts and reflections. Invite questions. The more people 
participate in the study, the more they will enjoy their time, and the more they will learn. 

• Keep in mind that you don’t have to follow the lesson exactly as it’s written. The written materials 
are designed to aid you, not lock you into a certain mode. Feel free to change things to fit your context 
and level of experience in teaching. 

Ultimately, remember that it’s God who’s at work in his word, and he is faithful!



“ BUT  JONAH ROSE  TO FLEE  TO TARSHISH 

FROM THE  P RESENCE OF  THE  LORD.” 

J o n A H  1 : 3
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PRAY (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)
Dear God in heaven, you’ve sent your word to us through your prophets and apostles. All these messengers, 
who’ve written the Scriptures we treasure and trust, tell us about your Son, Jesus Christ. He’s the eternal 
Word, and he’s your final word to us. Through him, we’ve received truth and grace. But, Lord, we confess that 
we don’t always want to hear your word. It too often threatens other things we treasure—earthly things we love 
too much. So, we flee from your presence, and look for refuge in things that can’t protect us for long. Grant us 
repentance, Father, and renew our hearts by your Holy Spirit as we search your Scriptures now. We ask this in 
the name of Christ, Amen.  

READ TOGETHER: JONAH 1:1–3 (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)

OPENING REFLECTION QUESTIONS (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)
1. You’re likely familiar with the story of Jonah—at least that Jonah ends up in a fish. What else do you 

know about this book of the Bible? What do you think it’s about? 

2. Jonah was a Jewish prophet. What do you know about the biblical prophets? What do you think prophets 
do?

3. After his resurrection, Jesus rebuked some of his disciples for how they’d understood the Old Testament: 
“And he said to them, ‘O foolish ones, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Was 
it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into his glory?’ And beginning with 
Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself ” 
(Luke 24:25–27). What does Jesus say about interpreting the biblical prophets? According to Jesus, 
what should we expect to see when we read Jonah?
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READ JONAH 1:1;  JEREMIAH 23:21–22; HEBREWS 1:1–4 (BIBLE STUDY P. 10)
WHAT’ S  A  P ROP HET? 

Imagine you’re in Israel in the eighth century BC. You’re looking for work. You open the Jerusalem Daily News and an 
ad catches your eye: Wanted—Prophet in Israel. Wow, you think, an opening for a prophet. That’s a big job. Everyone 
knows who the prophets are. You decide to check out the job requirements. 

You see that, first, prophets need to be appointed by God. Lots of people pretend to be prophets (Jer. 23:21), but the 
Bible calls them false prophets. Authentic prophets are called by God himself. Next, the ad says a Hebrew prophet 
needs to have been in the divine council (Jer. 23:22; Isa. 6:1–4; Rev. 4:5–11). You imagine God enthroned in heaven, 
surrounded by angels—a heavenly courtroom. When God calls a prophet, the Holy Spirit brings him into God’s 
presence to train him. The last requirement is anointing by God’s Spirit (Num. 11:29). Prophets speak the word of 
God because the Holy Spirit fills them. 

That’s pretty daunting. It’s probably not a great fit for you. But below the job qualifications you see the description 
of the job, so you keep reading, mainly out of curiosity. It says that a prophet is a preacher, lawyer, and fortune teller 
mixed together. That’s an unpopular mix. Not only are you unqualified, but if you got the job, you’d probably lose all 
your friends. 

Like preachers, prophets proclaim God’s word. Throughout the Old Testament, God touches the mouths of the 
prophets when he calls them (Jer. 1:9; Isa. 6:6–7). Like lawyers, prophets prosecute people. They remind Israel of 
their covenant with God and how they’ve broken it. Like fortune tellers, prophets know the future. They tell God’s 
people about coming blessings or curses. 

In sum, prophets are messengers. They deliver messages from God.

A lot depends on messengers. When they don’t do their job well, confusion and disaster can result. In modern 
times, we see it all the time. For example, in 2014, a flight vanished shortly after its take off in Jakarta, Indonesia. 
The families of the passengers waited weeks for news. When they finally heard something, it didn’t come through a 
personal meeting or even a phone call. Instead, they got a text message saying, “Malaysia Airlines deeply regrets that 
we have to assume beyond any reasonable doubt that MH370 has been lost and that none of those aboard survived. 
As you will hear in the next hour from Malaysia’s Prime Minister we must now accept that all evidence suggests the 
plane went down in the southern Indian Ocean.”1

This struck many people as a cold and distant way to find out your relatives are dead. Even right information, if poorly 
delivered, can say something other than what you intend. 

Imagine what it would be like to have to speak God’s words on God’s behalf. Imagine being given the job of commu-
nicating God’s heart, will, and plan. No message could be more important. People’s eternal souls are at stake. That’s 
the prophet’s task. 

And that’s Jonah’s task. God calls him and anoints him with his Spirit. He’s God’s mouthpiece. God appoints him to 
the same role as any other prophet. Same requirements. Same job description. 

But Jonah, who hears from God and stands in his presence, wants a new job. As we’ll see, he wants God to fire him. 

T HE  ULT I MATE  P ROP HET

Do you know who else is a prophet? Jesus. 

1 Steve Almasy, “Texts Fail When Delivering Tragic News, Experts Say,” CNN, March 25, 2014, World, https://www.cnn.
com/2014/03/25/world/asia/malaysia-airlines-text/index.html.
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Jesus refers to himself as a prophet in Mark 6:4 and Luke 13:33. He’s called by God (John 3:17; 17:18). As God the 
Son, he’s always been in the divine council (John 1:1). The Holy Spirit anoints him (Luke 3:22). The book of Hebrews 
begins, “Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days 
he has spoken to us by his Son” (Heb. 1:1–2). Jesus is the ultimate prophet. 

And in Jesus, the messenger and the message become one: “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). 
Jesus is God’s eternal Word (John 1:1). 

Jonah, the rebel prophet, points to Jesus Christ. Jonah is a sinner like us, but his calling and message foreshadow 
what God would say through his Son hundreds of years later. 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION (BIBLE STUDY P. 11)
1. What did you learn about the role of prophets in Israel that you didn’t know before?

2. Prophets like Jonah don’t exist today. But Christians look to the Bible the way Israel looked to the prophets. 
Why do you think that is?

READ JONAH 1:2; EZEKIEL 33:8 (BIBLE STUDY P. 11)
WHAT  MESSAGE D I D  GOD G IVE  TO JONAH?

Jonah responds to God’s call unlike any other prophet: he runs away, as we’ll see in verse 3. But Jonah is also given 
a unique task. Rather than bearing a message for Israel, God’s covenant people, God sends him to the pagan city 
Nineveh. This mission is something he probably never expected.

What does God want him to say to these gentiles? 

Jonah 1:2 records no specific message. God says, “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it, for their 
evil has come up before me.” This command tells Jonah where to go, the kind of message to bring, and the reason 
for this mission. 

Nineveh, which God calls “that great city” throughout Jonah (3:2; 4:11), was already ancient in Jonah’s time. Genesis 
10:11 mentions its founding. By the time of Jonah’s calling, it was a major city in the Assyrian Empire. Not long 
after Jonah, Assyria conquered Israel and carried God’s people into exile (2 Kings 17:5–6). The book of Jonah may 
have been written after the exile—no author or date is mentioned. But even in Jonah’s lifetime, during the reign of 
Jeroboam in Israel (r. 786–746 BC), the Assyrian threat would’ve been clear. 
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God tells Jonah to “call out against” Nineveh. He tells Jonah to warn them of God’s coming judgment. His message is 
bad news. But, as one commentator says, “The whole point of prophecy in Israel was to warn of impending judgment 
in order to encourage repentance and avert disaster.” 2 A Hebrew prophet knows that God wants those who hear this 
kind of message to change course (Ezek. 33:8).

God tells Jonah to go because Nineveh’s “evil has come up to me.” God doesn’t mention specifics, but Assyria was 
notoriously vicious. It provoked such terror that it often gained submission from other nations just by threatening 
them. One royal inscription says:

By the command of Ashur (and) the goddess Ishtar, the great gods my lords, I moved out of the city Nineveh. … I 
approached the city Suru. … Awe of the radiance of Ashur my lord overwhelmed them. The nobles (and) elders 
of the city came out to me to save their lives. … I erected a pile in front of the gate; I flayed as many nobles as had 
rebelled against me (and) draped their skins over the pile. … I flayed many right through my land (and) draped 
their skins over the walls. … I brought Ahi-ababa [the ruler of Suru] to Nineveh, flayed him, (and) draped his 
skin over the wall of Nineveh.”3

God doesn’t tell Jonah why he’s sending him to Nineveh at this specific time. But the sins of Assyria were obvious. 

A  ME SSAGE OF  JUDGMENT OR  MERCY?

Still, though, why would God send a Hebrew prophet? He’d never done that before. And according to the apostle Paul, 
all people already know that they’re under God’s judgment. After recording a long list of common human sins, Paul 
writes, “Though they know God’s righteous decree that those who practice such things deserve to die, they not only 
do them but give approval to those who practice them” (Rom. 1:32). However foggy our understanding, we all know 
we’ve broken God’s law. And we know we deserve to die. 

God’s purpose for Nineveh, then, must be something else. A message directly from God, in human words, is different. 
In fact, gentiles, though excluded from God’s covenant with Israel, have an eternal stake in it. 

A covenant, in a loose sense, is a legally established relationship. In the ancient world, strong kings made covenants 
with less powerful kings. The strong king promised to protect other kings in exchange for loyalty and service. 
The covenant included each party’s duties and the penalties for not meeting those obligations. The parties bound 
themselves to these terms with an oath.

God’s covenant with Israel, established on Mt. Sinai through Moses, defined his relationship with his people. God 
separated the Israelites from the rest of the nations as his own. He promised to bless them in extraordinary ways if 
they obeyed him. If they disobeyed, he’d punish them (Deut. 28). The prophets spoke to Israel in terms of this covenant, 
most often because of Israel’s idolatry and other sins, warning them of God’s coming wrath.

But the Mosaic covenant rested on a prior covenant that God made with Abraham. When God called Abraham, he said:

Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. And I will 
make you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will 
bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall 
be blessed” (Gen. 12:2–3). 

2 Kevin J. Youngblood, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the Old Testament, vol. 28, Jonah, ed. Daniel I. Block (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2013), 54.

3 Albert Kirk Grayson, Assyrian Royal Inscriptions, vol. 2, From Tiglath-Pileser I to Ashur-nasir-apli II (Wiesbaden, Germ.: 
Otto Harrassowitz, 1976), 123–124, quoted in Daniel C. Timmer, A Gracious and Compassionate God: Mission, Salvation, and 
Spirituality in the Book of Jonah (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2011), 64.
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God fulfilled his promise to make Abraham “a great nation” when he formed Israel through the Mosaic covenant. 
But he also said that through Abraham “all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” Through Israel, God planned 
to bless the whole world. 

In this unprecedented call to Jonah, God seems to be doing something new. He’s bringing his word to the gentiles, 
so that they might repent of their evil ways. The message of judgment may actually be a message of blessing. God 
remembers his promise to Abraham. 

T HE  MESSAGE OF  FREEDOM

When Jesus, Israel’s Messiah, came, he called people to repent. But he did much more than that. On the cross, he 
submitted to all the curses of the Mosaic covenant to take away the sins of the world. Through Christ, God freed both 
Jews and gentiles from judgment forever. 

In Christ, God fulfilled his promise to bless the nations and made a new covenant in his blood (Luke 22:20). After 
his resurrection, he sent messengers of this new covenant out into the world: “All authority in heaven and earth has 
been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Matt. 28:28). 

When God tells Jonah to go to Nineveh, he reminds Israel that he once told Abraham, centuries earlier, to “go” from 
his country and kinsmen. He gives a foretaste of the day when, centuries later, Jesus tells his disciples to “go” and 
bring good news to all the nations of the world. 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION (BIBLE STUDY P. 13)
1. Why is Jonah’s calling unique? Is the message God wants him to bring to Nineveh good news or bad news? 

2. In some countries today, preaching the gospel is illegal and can even put your life in danger. In North America 
and Europe, this usually isn’t the case, but we can still feel reluctant to share the message of Christ’s death 
and resurrection. What do you find most difficult about sharing your faith with people? 

READ JONAH 1:3; 2 KINGS 14:25; EXODUS 3:10 (BIBLE STUDY P. 13)
WHY D OES  JONAH RUN FROM GOD?

In Jonah, there’s no story before God’s call. No setting is described. The author mentions no year or season. He doesn’t 
tell us who he is or why he’s writing. He doesn’t tell us anything about his main character, Jonah, except his name 
and his father’s name. The word of God comes to Jonah, but we don’t know where or how. 
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This differs from other prophets like Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel. Each of these books describe either a broad 
historical setting, the specific setting of God’s call, or the prophet’s life and background. It may be that the author of 
Jonah assumed that his audience would already be familiar with his protagonist.4 Jonah is mentioned briefly in 2 
Kings 14:25, where he spoke God’s word to the evil king of Israel, Jeroboam. But since we don’t know the author or 
when the book of Jonah was written, we also don’t a have a clear sense of the book’s original audience. 

What matters is God’s presence and call, not details about the prophet or setting. God is present, verses 1 and 2 show, 
through his word. 

But geography appears in verse 3. Jonah doesn’t say anything to God. Instead, he responds to his call by running away, 
with a particular geographical location in mind: “But Jonah rose to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the Lord” 
(Jon. 1:3). He’s running away from God’s calling, God’s presence, and God’s word. 

A N  UNP RECEDENTED CALL

Jonah isn’t the first reluctant prophet. Moses, Israel’s first prophet, objected when God, speaking to him from a 
burning bush, called him to confront Pharaoh and lead God’s people out of Egypt. He said, “Who am I that I should 
go to Pharaoh and bring the children of Israel out of Egypt?” (Exod. 3:10). Likewise, Jeremiah objected to his call, 
“Ah, Lord God! Behold, I do not know how to speak, for I am only a youth” (Jer. 1:6). Both question their own fitness 
for the task. In each case, God reassures them that he will be with them and give them the words to speak. 

But Jonah doesn’t say anything to God. Verse 3 doesn’t offer any motive for Jonah’s response. Nothing suggests he 
doubts his own abilities. No other prophet had ever run away from God’s call, and the text doesn’t say why he does this. 

We know, though, where God has called him to go. Our geographical coordinates are Nineveh, northeast of Israel, 
and Tarshish, due west, across the Mediterranean Sea. God calls Jonah, like Moses, to speak to a great pagan empire. 
But Moses had grown up in Egypt, raised in Pharoah’s family. And God called Moses to tell Pharaoh to let Israel go, 
so they could worship God in the land God had promised them through his covenant with Abraham (Gen. 15:18–21). 
It’s a message of blessing and liberation for Moses’ own people. 

God calls Jonah, on the other hand, to leave the promised land and bring a message to a foreign empire. It’s not 
a message of prosperity and freedom for Israel. In fact, Jonah likely knows it means the opposite. When idolatry 
and injustice characterized the monarchy in Israel, God brought acts of blessing to individual gentiles through his 
prophets, Elijah and Elisha (1 Kings 17:17–24; 2 Kings 5:1–14). According to Bryan D. Estelle, “There are, then, two 
sides to this coin. At the same time that blessings come to the gentiles, judgment comes upon Israel.”5 It’s this unique 
calling that sends Jonah running. 

The fact that we know little about Jonah also suggests that the problem is the task itself. No evidence indicates that 
Jonah had a prickly personality or a history of insubordination. It’s not about Jonah—it’s about the calling. 

T HE  W IL L ING P ROP HET

It’s likely, then, that Jonah points to something larger than himself. Though a historical figure, Jonah also represents 
the people of Israel. According to God’s plan, all nations would know God through Israel’s holy ways (1 Kings 8:59–6).6 
Jonah, fleeing from God’s presence, is a picture of Israel. When God gives Jonah a message about the prosperity of 
his own people, Jonah listens and obeys (2 Kings 14:25). But he’s utterly unwilling to bring the knowledge of God to 
a dangerous, pagan enemy. 

4 Bryan D. Estelle, Salvation through Judgment and Mercy: The Gospel According to Jonah (P&R Publishing: Phillipsburg, NJ, 2005), 12.
5 Estelle, Salvation through Judgment and Mercy, 25.
6 Estelle, Salvation through Judgment and Mercy, 23.
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Unlike Jonah, Jesus doesn’t run from his call. He willingly comes to us. In fact, he becomes one of us. And he willingly 
goes to the cross, executed by a different pagan empire: “For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my 
life that I may take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it 
down, and I have authority to take it up again. This charge I received from my father” (John 10:17–18). 

Jesus came willingly, so that we, through faith in him, could know God. 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION (BIBLE STUDY P. 15)
1. Jonah likely represents the people of Israel. Why might this make sense? Are there ways in which he might 

represent God’s people in all times and places?

2. When you think about Christ’s willingness to serve you—to come into our world and our humanity and die 
for us—how does that affect you? What does it add to your grasp of the gospel? 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)
1. What is a covenant? What are the Mosaic and Abrahamic covenants, and what do they have to do with 

Jonah? Does it make sense to refer to God’s covenants, even though the book of Jonah never directly 
mentions them? 

2. Why do you think Jonah flees from God’s presence? What do you think this might suggest about his 
relationship with God? 
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3. Muslims believe that Jesus was a prophet and highly esteem him. If you were talking to a Muslim friend, 
how might you respond to his or her praise of Jesus as a great prophet? 

END IN PRAYER (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)
Pray for the needs of the group, the good of the church, the salvation of people, and any other needs that may arise. 
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