Reading Jonah

Jonah Overview

· Author:  Jonah (Though much of the book is written in the third person, the details of the story provide strong evidence that Jonah himself must have written it.)

· Date:  ca. 793-753 B.C.

· Circumstances:  Israel’s idolatrous pride prompted Hosea and Amos to prophesy of coming judgment through the nation of Assyria.  Jonah was then sent by God to preach repentance to Assyria, which he was reluctant to do (why preach repentance to the nation that would take his nation captive?).

· Theme:  God’s grace (to Nineveh and Jonah).

· Lessons:

· God is compassionate on all nations, not just His chosen people.

· God is sovereign to accomplish His purposes.

· If Hosea was a picture of God’s love for His disobedient people, then Jonah is a picture of Israel’s disobedience to God’s love and grace.

· Key verses:  3:10-4:2

· Key chapter:  4.

Theme

As Obadiah did not prophesy against the nation of Israel, neither did Jonah.  Further, he makes no direct prophesy with regard to Israel at all (although the book is typical of Israel; see below).  He does not even refer to their future restoration.  Rather, Jonah’s prophecy is against the pagan nation of Nineveh and is given to reveal the character of God and that His “mercy and compassion extend even to the heathen nations on the condition of their repentance.  It is therefore Israel’s duty to bear witness to them of the true faith; and a neglect of this task may bring the nation, like Jonah himself, to the deep waters of affliction and chastisement.” [Gleason Archer, Survey of Old Testament Introduction.]  In this regard, famed Old Testament scholar Charles Feinberg noted that, “this is the great missionary book of the Old Testament.” 

Miracles in Jonah

There are many references to the miraculous power of God in the Old Testament, and Jonah is no exception.  There are numerous occurrences of miracles, though several were not requested!  They include the storm, the selection of Jonah by lot, the sudden calming of the storm and sea, the great fish appearing at the right time, the preserving of Jonah’s life, his ejection from the fish (with full health!) on the shore, the gourd, the worm, the east wind, and most wonderfully of all, the repentance of the entire city of Nineveh.
[As an aside, there are multiple stories of fishermen being swallowed by whales and surviving.  It appears that these stories are false, as Edward Davis has noted.  However, this does not cause a problem for Biblical interpreters.  The nature of miracles is that they are miraculous, unique events that are rarely, if ever duplicated (e.g., the division of the Red Sea and the Jordan River, the feeding of the 5000, etc…).  The story need not be duplicated to be believed.  It was a miracle of God that Jonah survived; Christ authenticated the story’s historicity, and that is enough to confirm its authenticity.  As another writer noted:  “My own concern relative to the whale account is that if an event is categorized as a miracle, it must be an event which would not normally be possible--and demonstrating that such a feat is easily possible removes it from the miracle category and into the ‘God wanted events to turn out that way’ category, somewhat like meeting the right person at the right time on the street.  If I found a way to ‘convert’ water to wine, Jesus becomes not a miracle worker but merely a smart man.…Davis gave us our miracle back.”]

While Jonah recognized the hand of God in many of these things, the book concludes on a low note as the reader is unsure if Jonah recognized God’s kind sovereignty in these events — particularly in the salvation of Nineveh.  At the last, did Jonah also repent?
Jonah as Typical of the Nation of Israel

While this book does not seem to deal with Israel on a prophetic level, yet it does in the sense that Jonah is typical of Israel.  Just as when Jonah returned to the Lord and preached the Lord’s message to the Gentiles, so will the Israelites proclaim the Messiah to the Gentiles when they ultimately return to the Lord (cf. Is. 61:6).  Furthermore, like Jonah, Israel will be resurrected from the dead (cf. Rom. 11:15; Ez. 37).  When that happens, “what a day of world revival that will be. A nation of Jonahs will be preaching the message of God to a needy and lost world.” [Feinberg.]

Literary Nature

Jonah has been interpreted in various ways: by allegory, myth, parable, commentary and history.  Except for the historical interpretation, the others all explain away the reality of the account making the story “moral” and “inspirational,” but not authentic.
The historical interpretation seems to be the most logical for several reasons.  First of all, this book is not identified at any time as anything other than history.  There is no indication anywhere that it is anything but history.  Also, it is pointed out that “from early times the Jews regarded it as historical…[and] that Christ regarded the book as historical (cf. Matt 12:39f. with 16:4ff; Luke 11:29).” 
As with all Scripture, this book is to best understood by interpreting it by a literal, historical, grammatical method.

Conclusion

This book does not initially seem to be prophetic in nature, but understanding Jonah as being typical of Israel, which is supported in the New Testament, indicates that when Israel finally returns to God, she will be used mightily in the evangelism of the world. 

