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O’ listen to my tail 
of Jonah and the whale... 
 
To most of us, if we’re honest, Jonah is 
the slightly tarnished hero in one of the 
most memorable stories we know. He is 
the man who ran in the opposite 
direction from God, nearly died in a 
storm, got swallowed by a huge fish 
that God sent, only that he might repent 
in its belly, and then, after being 
spewed onto a beach, Jonah decides 
that he should obey God after all. This 
is the story that we know and love and 
the lessons that we can learn are not 
too hard to find:  
 
1. That when God tells us to do 

something we do it knowing that 
running away from the Lord’s will 
results in all kinds of chaos in our 
lives. 

2. Jonah was called to preach the 
gospel in Nineveh and we are called 
to go and do the same all around the 
world. 

 
There is no doubt that these are worthy 
lessons that we all need to take  

 
 
to heart and we will see them as we 
move through the story - but a more 
careful study of the book and a little 
less focus on its fairy tale qualities 
should reveal an entirely different and 
much richer perspective.  
 
The real truth behind the story is that 
this was a man raised up by God to 
preach at a critical historical time.  
Three thousand years back from today 
the nation of Israel had become 
enmeshed in a civil war and had 
ultimately become divided into 2 
Kingdoms - the Northern Kingdom 
which retained the name, ‘Israel’, and 
the Southern Kingdom, which took on 
the name, ‘Judah’.  The centuries that 
passed saw both Kingdoms depart 
from God and reject His Word. We 
know from our Bibles that God sent a 
succession of ordinary men to preach 
and urge repentance - men like Isaiah, 
Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah 
and Jeremiah who were all sent to 
Judah and others like Elijah, Elisha and 
our character Jonah, who were all 
dispatched to Israel. 

 
 
Our concern in these studies is with 
Jonah and therefore with the northern 
Kingdom of Israel - take a look at 2 
Kings 14:23-27 to see him in action. It 
seems clear from the chronology of the 
Bible that Jonah was well established 
as a prophet in Israel BEFORE the book 
of Jonah begins. He has been 
preaching to his own people and been 
faithful to God in his own ‘back yard’ 
and, as the 2 Kings 14 reference shows, 
he has been effective. Therefore, the 
man we are studying during these 
months is no amateur fresh from Bible 
college - called, as it were, straight from 
the plough.  Rather, he is a seasoned 
prophet with a very public ministry in 
his own country with several years of 
experience under his belt. 
 
It is at this point and from this context 
that God’s call comes...not for Jonah to 
take a rest or to stay within his own 
country but to go to Israel’s arch enemy 
and the super-power of the day; the 
greatest city in the world - Nineveh, the 
capital city of Assyria.  
 

 
 



 

 
Although our focus in this study is going to be the first 2 
verses of the book, take time as a group to read the entire 
chapter. 

 
1. In these opening two verses we might say that the entire 
plot line of the book is revealed. Jonah is being called to a 
seriously tough mission that will take him away from his 
current ministry as a prophet in Israel to a city that, according 
to history, was responsible for the persecution and death of 
many Jews.  
 
The question we want to ask is - why? What is God doing 
here and what lessons can we learn? Look up Deuteronomy 
32 v 18-21. It might seem a little obscure at first but there is a 
strategy in these verses that God has used again and again to 
accomplish His will. See if you can discern what it is and think 
what God might be doing, in this instance, with his own 
disobedient backslidden people. 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
2. How might this very principle be displayed in the life of a 
local church as God brings new vibrant Christians out of the 
‘world' to worship with us? 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 

 
3. The second reason for God sending one of his prophets 
overseas and away from his own people is rooted in a 
promise that He gave to Abraham many hundreds of years 
before. Look up Genesis 12 v 3 and also Isaiah 19 v 25 and 
think about the plans that God had and still has for His world 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
4. Now that we have seen how burdened God is, even for 
heathen Assyrians, ask yourself where world missions is, at 
present, in your list of priorities. 
 
5. The last reason for this call that is placed on Jonah’s life is 
so that we might be pointed forward in our minds to Jesus 
Christ. If I can put it this way - Jesus Christ is the heart of the 
message of the book of Jonah. He is never mentioned by 
name but the signposts are everywhere. As you finish up for 
this evening take a look at the following verses within your 
group. 
 
- Matthew 12 v 39-41 
- Jonah 1 v 17 
- Jonah 2 v 6 
- Jonah 3 v 5 
- Luke 11 v 29-32 

 

 

15th Sept – ‘God’s heart for Mission 
Jonah 1 v 1-2 



 

The best way to familiarise yourself with any story is to read it 
over and over again. We would encourage you to read the 
whole of chapter 1 again before we stop to look in detail at 
the verse below: 
 
‘But Jonah ran away from the Lord and headed for Tarshish. He 
went down to Joppa, where he found a ship bound for that port. 
After paying the fare, he went aboard and sailed for Tarsish to 
flee from the Lord.’ 
 
1. This verse records the response of Jonah to the call that 
God had placed on his life. It was a flat out - ‘No’. In fact, it 
was more than that, because instead of standing still Jonah 
looked at the maps and headed off in the opposite direction. 
Jonah wasn’t the first, and will certainly not be the last to run 
from God. Before we come to verse 3 try and think why 
people, even Christian people, end up doing this. 
_______________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________ 
 
2. Getting back to the story let’s think about Jonah’s 
experience and what caused him to run.  Read Ps.139:1-12 
first before you come to answer this question.  
 
We know from Psalm 139 that it is an impossibility for any 
person to physically remove himself from our omnipresent 
God and yet it would appear from our verse that this is what  
 

Is being stated - ‘Jonah ran away from the Lord’. If this is, 
therefore, not a geographical departure from God, what is it? 
What does it signify? 
_______________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________ 

 
3. Many reasons have been cited to explain Jonah’s flight 
from God; most are conjectural but not without plausibility.  
However, there are a couple of possible reasons that carry a 
great deal of substance and other chapters bring them to our 
attention. 
 
Read ch1 v2 and ch4 v 2.  What explanations could be given 
for Jonah’s reluctance to go to Nineveh? 
_________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
4. As a follow on to question 4 - what motives often lead 
Christians to follow Jonah’s example and shy away from 
witnessing? 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
5. Why should obedience to God’s will for us, regardless of 
the issue, be a joy rather than the burden we often feel it to 
be? See Jeremiah 29 v 11, John 14 v 15, Psalm 1, 1 John 5 v 
3, Deut 11 v 26-28  

 

 
22nd Sept – ‘Running away from God 
Jonah 1 v 3 



 

Last time around in our studies in this book we discovered an 
event that is being re-played again and again in millions of 
lives all over our world - namely, that a man rebelled and ran 
away from God (ch1 v 3). Instead of obedience, here is Jonah 
paying his dues at the Joppa docks and boarding a ship that 
would take him far away from the Ninevites. We can almost 
picture him standing on the deck as the boat left the shoreline 
happy that his travel plans had worked out and thinking he 
had successfully outrun God. But he hadn’t - and nor can we 
in our lives, and this is what we will learn tonight. 
 
1. Before we come to the start of our section it’s worth noting 
that God allowed Jonah to run. He didn’t stop him before he 
left his home or even prevent the ship from leaving the port. 
Rather we read that Jonah rebelled and, until verse 4 at least, 
God ‘let him go’, Think through as a group why God 
sometimes does this when there is sin in our lives. 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________  
 
2. The storm comes in ch1 v4…and it is huge! In fact it’s so 
serious the ship is under threat (v4), hardened sailors are 
scared witless (v5), AND, they all started to cry out to their 
own gods (v5). Many people in our world will pray in a crisis, 
much like these sailors, but what is the Bible’s understanding 
of prayer and why is it so different to this? 

 
3. The Bible records for us that as the situation grew worse by  

the second, Jonah was utterly oblivious as he slept in a 
corner below deck.  In an ironic twist, it is the pagans on 
board who stir God’s child and rebuke him to his face - see 
v10. Take some time to think about the impact we have when 
we SAY to unbelievers what Jonah said in verse 9 and then 
DO what he did and wander away. 
 
4. In verse 12 Jonah eventually confesses to the sailors that 
he was to blame. At this point you would expect that the 
storm would subside now that Jonah had ‘got the message’.  
However, we see in verse 13 ‘the sea grew even wilder than 
before’. Discuss as a group why this happened and what 
does this tell us about how God deals with sin? 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
5. In verse 12 Jonah reveals in 3 different ways that he is 
thinking spiritually again. Try and find them 
a. 
b. 
c. 
 
6. The conclusion of the chapter in verse 12 brings us right to 
the heart of the gospel. From the pagan sailors standpoint 
they are on deck and are safe - saved from the storm and 
saved from God’s wrath - while the backslidden Hebrew 
seems to have perished. What is this picture pointing us 
towards as the story of salvation unfolds in the Bible? 

 
1. In summary ask yourself 3 questions in the light of all this: 
a. though we may not come to physical harm in our lives, 

 
20th Oct – ‘The Finger of God’ 
Jonah 1 v 4-16 



 

When Jonah was thrown into the raging sea in 1 v 15 it was to 
all intents and purposes a death sentence. His sins had caught 
up with him and so had God’s justice and having expressed 
that the whole incident was his fault (1 v 12), he gave himself 
over to the consequences. No doubt he hit the water believing 
that his last act had been his rebellion against God. All of that 
makes the statement recorded in 1 v 17 all the more amazing - 
a sinner being preserved, not because he deserved it or 
earned it, but because God offers, as Psalm 26 says, a love 
that reaches to the Heavens. 
 
1. Given the events of 1 v17 as well as what is recorded in 1 v 
4, what do we learn about the scope and power of our God 
and the appropriateness of the sailors response to Him in 1 v 
16? Read also Isaiah 40 v 21-26. 
________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________ 
 
2. Because the whole of chapter 2 is given over to a prayer 
that Jonah prayed from the fish’s belly it might be helpful if we 
took time to analyze the prayers that we pray from the comfort 
of our homes. This is a prayer about the gospel. It’s a prayer 
that, from start to finish, points us to God and His mercy (note 
the first and last statements of the prayer), and it comes at a 
time when Jonah’s ‘first love’ has been restored. In light of this, 
and as we recall our prayers all these years on from our own 
‘rescue’, is there a challenge here to re-discover a similar joy in 
 

our salvation and to express this both publicly and privately as 
we pray? Be honest! 
 
3. The key to understanding this prayer is to remember that 
Jonah was still staring death in the face. In short he was alive 
but enveloped with danger. His environment was smelly and 
damp and dark and scary and his host was a fish that had a 
mouth big enough to swallow a human being, and yet the 
whole tone of the prayer is one of victory and deliverance! 
Given he did not know the future and so had no guarantee of 
physical rescue, what is the victory to which he refers (see 2 v 
4, 2 v 6, 2 v 9) 
________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________ 
 
4. The key statement that is repeated twice by Jonah in his 
prayer is the reference to the ‘holy temple’ (see v4 and v7). 
Why would the thought of the temple be so important to Jonah 
as he recalled his sinfulness, and what is the hope that we 
ourselves can find in this same image as we experience guilt 
all the time? See also John 2 v 19-21. 
________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________ 
 
5. Finally for this study, take time to read Matthew 12 v 38-42. 
What is the sign of Jonah to which Jesus refers and what is its 
continued relevance today? 
 
 

 
 

 27th Oct – ‘Running to God’ 
Jonah 1 v 17 – 2 v 10 



 

All of us, at one time or another, have enjoyed days out at the 
seaside during the long summers we experience in this part of 
the world! Usually the day begins with preparing the food and 
then packing the car before taking a leisurely drive to our 
destination so that the fun and relaxation can commence. It is 
a day that is designed to be ‘slow’ from start to finish. For 
Jonah, however, his journey to the seaside was somewhat 
more turbulent. A sprint to the docks was followed by the 
worst sleep of his life and an interrogation at the hands of 
several sailors. Then, before he quite knew what was 
happening the sailors had him by the arms and feet and were 
throwing him into the waves. It was certainly not the boating 
trip he had in mind. And just when he thought he couldn’t sink 
any lower (pardon the pun) an enormous hungry fish comes 
along, opens its jaws and swallows Jonah whole. Suddenly, 
for Jonah, everything goes dark.  And it remains dark for a 
further 3 days before Jonah is launched like a torpedo onto 
the beach. 
 

Read the last verse of chapter 2 and the whole of chapter 3 
and then consider the following together. 
 
1. The build up to Jonah’s ‘re-birth’ as described above is a 
vivid picture of what has gone on in our lives as we, like him, 
experience forgiveness. Turn back to Jonah 2 v6 and also 
read Ephesians 2 v1 and 4-6 and think about the language 
being used to depict what the road to forgiveness involves. 
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________ 

2. The announcement in 3 v1 that God’s word came a second 
time to Jonah is a wonderful reminder of the persevering love 
of God. Christianity is not a ‘3 strikes and you’re out religion’. 
Look up John 6 v 39-40 and 10 v28-29 and think through the 
implications this has for us all. 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
3. As an extension of Qu.2 trawl through your Bible (and your 
memory banks) and highlight some of the characters who 
were touched by God’s grace a second time (and even a 
third, fourth...) after a period of falling away. 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
4. Given that Jonah has just about enough time to dry himself 
off on the beach when the word of God comes to send him 
into ministry, what can we deduce about the desire of God for 
those He rescues and restores? To ask it another way, why 
does God give fresh starts to His people? 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
5. Look again at 3 v1 and its likeness to the original message 
given to Jonah in 1 v 1 and consider what we can learn about 
the will of God for our lives.  
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 

 
10th Nov – ‘Running for God’ 
Jonah 3 v 1-3 



 

What would you say if a story emerged of a lone preacher 
who packed his bags for North Korea and proclaimed the 
gospel for 3 days there prompting a mass revival of the Holy 
Spirit that was so far reaching it saw Kim Jong-ll converted?  
I think it would be fair to say that most of us would believe 
pigs had got airborne before we would believe this. If we were 
truly honest we have trouble believing that the gospel could 
transform HBC and our own communities, never mind the 
darkness of North Korea. And yet, in Jonah 3, this is precisely 
the level of significance of what God did through His servant. 
 
1. What can we deduce from the statement recorded in 3 v5 
that ‘the Ninevites believed God’? For instance, what would 
we be saying if these same words were uttered on a Sunday 
evening after our services - ‘the church in Hamilton believed 
God?’ 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
2. The content of Jonah’s presentation to these people is 
quite arresting. V4 reads ’40 more days and Nineveh will be 
overturned.’ Here is a preacher who has a pagan audience 
before him, is recognised as having come from God, and his 
message is a message of wrath, judgement and devastation. 
Why do you think that kind of preaching has become as rare 
as it is today? Is this how it should be, or should we follow the 
example of Jesus who preached more about Hell than He 
ever did about Heaven? 

3. The ‘results’, for want of a better term, of this preaching 
tour was a whole city overwhelmed with grief to the point that, 
‘from the least to the greatest’ (v5) they put on sackcloth. 
Have a look at the following verses in the New Testament and 
discuss why sorrow and conviction over sin is at the very 
heart of what we look for in genuine conversions: 
 
 Mark 2 v 17 Acts 2 v 37 Matt 3 v  2 
 
4. The record that’s left for us from v6-9 is astonishing - a 
pagan leader leading his people to change by issuing a 
proclamation. Look at the statement itself and try and 
discover the 4 phases that characterised their transformation 
and which will continue to be apparent in lives today: 
a.   b. 
c.   d. 
 
5. Look up Malachi 3 v 6 and James 1 v 17 and then come 
back to this very difficult verse in Jonah 3 v 10. Can God 
change? And more specifically, can God change His plan? 
For more help have a look at Jeremiah 18 v 5-10 and John 3 v 
16 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
6. Finally for this evening, turn to Luke 11 v 29-32 and the 
pointed nature of Jesus’ teaching to the Jews. What is the 
meaning of what He says and what is its relevance today? 
 

 

 
17th Nov – ‘Turning to God’ 
Jonah 3 v 4-10 



9 

There is something deeply dissatisfying, disturbing even, 
about the last chapter of the book of Jonah. Indeed, on an 
initial reading it appears to be something of an anti-climax. 
Had the book ended with chapter 3, we might have thought 
that the ending was a little abrupt, but we would at least have 
gone away glad that the Lord had triumphed in Jonah and the 
Ninevites. A happy ending to a great story with no clouds 
casting a shadow over it! But then along comes chapter 4... 
 
1. The first verse of the 4th chapter is stark and seems so out 
of place that we are left to wonder what is going on. Here is 
one of the leading prophets of the day who has experienced 
incredible forgiveness and deliverance and yet is now 
arguably in a worst state than before. What does all this tell us 
about the struggle we have in our lives - see 1 Peter 5 v 8? Do 
we underestimate this, and will there be a phase in life when 
things become easier? 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
2. The object of Jonah’s anger is stated in the next verse. In 
short, he was angry with God. Before we forget that we are 
not above Jonah but are just the same as he was, think about 
what causes Christians today to become angry in their lives 
with God. Think through the implications of Matt 6 v 10. 
 
3. Jonah’s response to the revival in Nineveh betrays an  
attitude that was regularly prevalent among the Jews. He 
believed that grace was the only hope for sinners (see 2 v 8) 

and that God was the author of salvation (see 2 v 9) but he 
clearly did not believe that anyone other than Jews could be 
saved (not Scriptural according to Gal 3 v 30). How does a 
similar form of spiritual pride often grip Christians today? 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
4. Expanding on our thoughts from Qu.3 have a look at 1 
John 4 v 19, Romans 5 v 8 and Ephesians 2 v 4-5 and think 
about why anyone with spiritual pride has a limited 
understanding of the gospel 
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________  
 
5. Jonah’s anger with God reveals a much deeper problem 
with ministry; namely, we can be involved in ministry and at 
the same time have no burden for the people we are 
attempting to reach. Have an honest discussion about how 
burdened we really are and make a list of the behaviours and 
attitudes that reveal this burden. 
 
6. The conclusion of the book is an enormous reminder of 
how our priorities and God’s priorities are often at odds - a 
prophet consumed with self-pity and creature comforts and a 
God ‘concerned about that great city’ (v11). How does God 
powerfully remind Jonah and ourselves in these verses of 
what is lasting and to be desired above all other things?   

 8th Dec – ‘Trying to run God’ 
Jonah 4 v 1-11 


