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UNIT 14
Session 2

Leader BIBLE STUDY

The Book of Jonah is not primarily about Jonah and a big 
fish. While those elements are important, Jonah’s account 
centers around the compassion of God, not only for the 
people of Israel, but for people throughout the earth—even 
Israel’s worst enemies!

God spoke to Jonah: “Get up! Go to the great city of 
Nineveh and preach against it, because their wickedness 
has confronted Me” (Jonah 1:2). God is the judge of all 
the earth (Gen. 18:25) and He is sovereign over all the 
nations. Nineveh was the capital of Assyria, and the rulers of 
Nineveh were notoriously evil and cruel. No wonder Jonah 
ran the other way!

Use Week of:

Jonah, Prophet to Nineveh

BIBLE PASSAGE: Jonah 1–4
MAIN POINT: God showed mercy to the Ninevites.
KEY PASSAGE: Joel 2:13
BIG PICTURE QUESTION: What is God like? God is slow to anger, merciful, 

and loving.

SMALL GROUP OPENING 
(10–15 MINUTES)

PAGE 124

LARGE GROUP BIBLE STUDY 
(25–30 MINUTES)
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SMALL GROUP ACTIVITIES 
(25–30 MINUTES)
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Additional resources for each session are available at 
gospelproject.com. For free training and session-by-session 
help, visit www.ministrygrid.com/web/thegospelproject.

No one can flee from God’s presence. (Ps. 139:9-10) 
Through a storm and some time in the belly of a fish, 
God got Jonah’s attention. Jonah went to Nineveh. For 
three days, Jonah walked around the city. His message 
to the Ninevites was brief: “In 40 days Nineveh will be 
demolished!”

The people of Nineveh immediately repented, and God 
withheld His judgment. He passed over their sins and did 
not demolish the city. How did Jonah react? “Jonah was 
greatly displeased and became furious” (Jonah 4:1).

God rebuked Jonah and prompted him to examine his 
heart. He left Jonah—and the reader—with a question 
to consider: “Should I not care about the great city of 
Nineveh?” (Jonah 4:11).

Jesus is greater than Jonah. (Matt. 12:41) Jesus came calling 
all sinners, Jews and Gentiles, to repentance. He didn’t only 
bring a message, He truly loved us. He submitted to God’s 
will with joy and laid down His own life for our sins. God 
shows His mercy in the gospel, forgiving those who trust in 
Jesus as Lord and Savior. God sends us out, like Jonah, to 
share the good news of salvation.
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Jonah, Prophet to Nineveh
Jonah 1–4

God told the prophet Jonah, “Go to the great city of 
Nineveh. Tell them to stop doing evil things.” Nineveh 
was the capital of Assyria. The people there were enemies of 
God’s people. Jonah did not go to Nineveh. He got on a 
boat heading the other way!

God sent a terrible storm, and the sailors were afraid! 
They cast lots, like flipping coins or tossing dice, to figure 
out who caused this trouble. The lot fell on Jonah. They 
asked Jonah, “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

Jonah replied, “I am a Hebrew. I worship the one true 
God who made everything.”

What had Jonah done to make God angry? The sailors 
did not know what to do, so Jonah told them to throw 
him into the sea. When they did, the storm stopped. 
From that moment on, the sailors worshiped the one true 
God.

God sent a big fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was 
in the belly of the fish three days and three nights. Jonah 
prayed and thanked God for sending the fish to save 
him. Then the fish vomited Jonah onto dry land.

God said to Jonah, “Go to Nineveh and preach My 
message.” So Jonah went. He walked around the city 
shouting God’s message: “In 40 days, Nineveh will be 
destroyed!”

The people turned from their evil ways. Everyone put 
on sackcloth and did not eat. Even the king repented. God 
decided not to destroy Nineveh.

“I knew it!” Jonah said. “I know You are a gracious 
God. You show mercy to people. You are slow to anger, 

The BIBLE STORY
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and You are loving. I knew You would decide to not 
destroy Nineveh. I am so mad!”

“Is it right for you to be angry?” God asked. Jonah 
left Nineveh and made a shelter where he could still see 
the city.

God taught Jonah a lesson. He provided a plant to 
shade Jonah from the sun. Jonah was glad to have the 
plant. But the next day, God sent a worm. The worm 
attacked the plant, and the plant died. Then God sent 
a dry east wind. Jonah was so hot, he almost fainted. “I 
want to die,” Jonah said.

God asked Jonah, “Is it right for you to be angry 
about the plant?”

“Yes!” Jonah said. “It is right. I’m so angry, I could die.”
God said, “You cared about the plant, but you did not 

take care of it or make it grow. It only lasted one day. But 
Nineveh is a big city with thousands of people. I created 
them and care about them. Aren’t they more important 
than a plant?”

Christ Connection: God called Jonah to go to his enemies 
and call them to turn away from their sin, but Jonah refused. 
Instead, he ran away. Later, God sent Jesus to His enemies to 
call us to repentance. Jesus willingly obeyed. Jesus died on the 
cross to rescue us from sin.

WANT TO 
DISCOVER 

GOD’S WORD? 
GET 

BIBLE EXPRESS!

Invite kids to check 
out this week’s 
devotionals to 

discover that Jonah 
thought he could 

run away from 
God’s plan. We 

cannot hide from 
God (Heb. 4:12), 

who showed mercy 
to Jonah and the 
Ninevites. Order 

in bulk, subscribe 
quarterly, or purchase 

individually. For 
more information, 

check out 
www.lifeway.com/

devotionals.
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Small Group OPENING

SESSION TITLE: Jonah, Prophet to Nineveh
BIBLE PASSAGE: Jonah 1–4
MAIN POINT: God showed mercy to the Ninevites.
KEY PASSAGE: Joel 2:13
BIG PICTURE QUESTION: What is God like? God is slow to anger, merciful, 

and loving.

Welcome time
Greet each kid as he or she arrives. Use this time to collect 
the offering, fill out attendance sheets, and help new kids 
connect to your group. Encourage kids to tell about their 
favorite place to hide when they play hide-and-seek.
SAY • Have you ever tried to run and hide from God? Do 

you think you could run away to somewhere God 
couldn’t find you? Today we are going to hear a story 
about someone who tried to run from God, but he 
discovered that no one can hide from God. Let’s find 
out what happened.

Activity page (5 minutes)

Invite kids to complete the “Jonah’s Journey” maze on the 
activity page.
SAY • Do any of you know about the story of Jonah? [Allow 

kids to raise their hands.] You might remember that 
Jonah was swallowed by a big fish. Do you know 
why? Do you know where he was going and what 
God had asked him to do? That’s what we are going 
to hear about in today’s Bible story!

• “Jonah’s Journey” 
activity page, 1 per kid

• pencils or markers
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Session starter (10 minutes)

OPTION 1: Mercy, please!
Invite kids to play a variation of tag. One child will be It. 
Her job is to tag the other players. Another child will be 
Mercy. His job will be to help those who have been tagged.

When a player is tagged, he must sit. He may call out, 
“Mercy, please!” If Mercy comes and tags him, he is back in 
the game. Mercy may only tag players who call for help.
SAY • What was Mercy’s job? That’s right, Mercy gave you 

something you did not deserve—another chance to 
be in the game. Our God is a God of great mercy. 
Today we will hear how God showed mercy to a 
group of people called the Ninevites.

OPTION 2: Doing things the hard way
Use furniture and other items around the room to form a 
simple obstacle course. Demonstrate how kids should move 
through the course. Allow them to complete the course 
individually.

Then help kids form pairs. Gently tie the partners’ 
middle legs together to run a three-legged race. Challenge 
them to move through the obstacle course again. When 
kids finish, talk about which was easier—going through the 
course alone or with someone else.
SAY • Today we are going to hear a story about Jonah. God 

called Jonah to do an important job. Jonah could 
have obeyed God, but he chose to do things the hard 
way. He tried to run away from God and ended up 
in the belly of a big fish!

Transition to large group

LOW PREP

• blindfolds, 1 per 2 kids
• classroom furniture
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Countdown
Show the countdown video as your kids arrive, and set it to 
end as large group time begins.

Introduce the session (3 minutes)

[Large Group Leader enters with hair and clothes noticeably 
damp. Leader is drying off with a towel.]
LEADER • [Wipe water from your forehead.] Wow! You guys 

are not going to believe the story we are reporting on 
today. I am just getting back from assignment, and 
I can say for sure that this news will make national 
headlines. I know because I witnessed it. I saw a big 
fish spit out a man! I have an exclusive interview 
with the man. I believe his name was … what was it? 
John? No, that’s not right. Jim? No. Oh, I remember! 
His name was Jonah. He was in a hurry because he 
said he had to run to his enemies and tell them to 
turn away from their sin.

Now, where was he going? Oh, that’s right! He was 
going to a place called Nineveh. Anyway, I have a bit 
of time while the video footage is being edited, so let 
me tell you all about this breaking news story!

• countdown video

• leader attire
• towel

Large Group LEADER

SESSION TITLE: Jonah, Prophet to Nineveh
BIBLE PASSAGE: Jonah 1–4
MAIN POINT: God showed mercy to the Ninevites.
KEY PASSAGE: Joel 2:13
BIG PICTURE QUESTION: What is God like? God is slow to anger, merciful, 

and loving.
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Giant timeline (1 minute)

LEADER • Jonah’s story is on our giant timeline. Let’s 
see … here it is! [Point to the story “Jonah, Prophet to 
Nineveh.”] Maybe you have heard this story before, 
but do you know how it fits into the big story of the 
Bible—the story of God’s plan to rescue people from 
sin through His Son, Jesus? If you don’t know, that’s 
OK because we are going to find out!

Big picture question (1 minute)

LEADER • Remember, last week we learned about Hosea. 
Hosea was a prophet too. His story taught us what 
God is like. That’s our big picture question: What is 
God like? Do you know the answer?

Allow kids to answer. Then guide them to say the answer 
together: God is slow to anger, merciful, and loving. 
LEADER • Let’s hear Jonah’s story and see what it teaches us 

about God.

Tell the Bible story (10 minutes)

Open your Bible to the Book of Jonah. Tell the Bible story 
in your own words, or show the Bible story video “Jonah, 
Prophet to Nineveh.”
LEADER • Raise your hand if you have heard that story 

before. Maybe you have heard of Jonah being 
swallowed by a big fish. It sounds like a unbelievable 
tale, but it’s true! Everything in God’s Word is true. 

Now, let’s see how well you listened. Open your 
Bibles to the Book of Jonah. [Assist kids as needed. 
Show them how to use the table of contents.]

I am going to ask a question and we are going to 
see who can answer first. To answer, you have to 

• Giant Timeline or 
Big Story Circle

• Bibles
• “Jonah, Prophet to 

Nineveh” video
• Big Picture Question 

Poster
• Bible Story Picture 

Poster
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turn in your Bible to Jonah and tell me the chapter 
and verse where the answer is found.

Ask the following review questions. If needed, give kids a 
hint by revealing which chapter of Jonah the answer is in.

1. Where did God tell Jonah to go? (to Nineveh, 
Jonah 1:2)

2. How did God stop Jonah from running away? (He 
sent a terrible storm, Jonah 1:4)

3. What did Jonah tell the sailors do with him? (Throw 
him into the sea, Jonah 1:12)

4. What happened to Jonah when he was thrown into 
the sea? (A big fish swallowed him, Jonah 1:17)

5. How long was Jonah in the fish? (three days and three 
nights, Jonah 1:17)

6. What happened after Jonah prayed to God from 
inside the fish? (The fish vomited Jonah onto dry land, 
Jonah 2:10)

7. What message did Jonah tell the people in Nineveh? 
(In 40 days, Nineveh will be destroyed; Jonah 3:4)

8. What did the Ninevites do when they heard Jonah’s 
message from God? (They turned from their evil ways 
and repented, Jonah 3:5-9)

9. When God saw the actions of the Ninevites, what 
did He do? (God decided not to destroy Nineveh, 
Jonah 3:10)

10. How did Jonah feel when God showed mercy to 
the Ninevites? (Jonah was angry, Jonah 4:1)

11. God used a plant to teach Jonah a lesson. What 
happened to the plant? (A worm attacked the plant, 
and the plant died; Jonah 4:7)

12. What is God like? God is slow to anger, merciful, 
and loving.
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LEADER • Jonah was angry when God showed mercy to 
the Ninevites because they were enemies of Israel. 
But God taught Jonah that He made people and He 
cares about them. We are all sinners who need God’s 
mercy. God loves to be merciful! He showed mercy 
to us by sending Jesus to call us—His enemies!—to 
repent. Jesus willingly obeyed the Father, and He 
died on the cross to rescue us from sin.

The Gospel: God’s Plan for Me (optional)

Use Scripture and the guide provided with this session to 
explain to boys and girls how to become a Christian. Assign 
individuals to meet with kids who have more questions. 

Encourage boys and girls to ask their parents, small 
group leaders, or other Christian adults any questions they 
may have about becoming a Christian.

Key passage (5 minutes)

Show the key passage poster. Lead the boys and girls to read 
together Joel 2:13. 
LEADER • How does this verse describe God? (gracious and 

compassionate, slow to anger, rich in faithful love)
Talk about ways God shows grace, compassion, patience, 
and love in our lives. Then sing “Return” together.

Discussion starter video (4 minutes) 

LEADER • Think about a time someone has treated you 
badly. How did you feel about that person? Is it easy 
or hard to show mercy to others? Check this out.

Show the “Unit 14, Session 2” discussion starter video.
LEADER • Have you ever ignored helping someone because 

that person wasn’t your friend? Do you think that 

Tip: Provide I’m a 
Christian Now for 
new Christians to 
take home and 
complete with their 
families.

• Key Passage Poster
• “Return” song

• “Unit 14, Session 2” 
discussion starter video
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person deserves your help? Should you help him or 
her? Why or why not? [Invite kids to discuss.]

Jonah did not want to take God’s message to 
his enemies, and he was angry when God showed 
mercy to the Ninevites. God explained that He 
cares about all people. God showed mercy to sinners 
when He sent Jesus to die for us when we were His 
enemies. Because God has shown mercy to us, we 
can show mercy to others.

Sing (4 minutes)

LEADER • When Jonah ended up in the belly of the big 
fish, he cried out to God in prayer. He knew he had 
sinned against God when he chose to go his own 
way. God showed mercy to the Ninevites and to 
Jonah! What is God like? God is slow to anger, 
merciful, and loving. As we sing, remember you are 
singing to our great God, who is full of mercy. Let’s 
sing with grateful hearts.

Sing together “The Love of God.”

Pray (2 minutes)

Invite kids to pray before dismissing to small groups.
LEADER • God, Your Word tells us that You are 

compassionate, slow to anger, and full of love. We see 
these truths in the story of Jonah and the Ninevites. 
Father, help us to return to You and make You first in 
our lives. Show us Your mercy as we give our hearts 
and our lives to You. Amen.

Dismiss to small groups

• “The Love of God” song
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The Gospel: God’s Plan for Me
Ask kids if they have ever heard the word gospel. Clarify that the word gospel 
means “good news.” It is the message about Christ, the kingdom of God, 
and salvation. Use the following guide to share the gospel with kids.

God rules. Explain to kids that the Bible tells us God created 
everything, and He is in charge of everything. Invite a volunteer to read 
Genesis 1:1 from the Bible. Read Revelation 4:11 or Colossians 1:16-17 aloud 
and explain what these verses mean.

We sinned. Tell kids that since the time of Adam and Eve, everyone has 
chosen to disobey God. (Romans 3:23) The Bible calls this sin. Because God is 
holy, God cannot be around sin. Sin separates us from God and deserves God’s 
punishment of death. (Romans 6:23)

God provided. Choose a child to read John 3:16 aloud. Say that God 
sent His Son, Jesus, the perfect solution to our sin problem, to rescue us from 
the punishment we deserve. It’s something we, as sinners, could never earn on 
our own. Jesus alone saves us. Read and explain Ephesians 2:8-9.

Jesus gives. Share with kids that Jesus lived a perfect life, died on the 
cross for our sins, and rose again. Because Jesus gave up His life for us, we can 
be welcomed into God’s family for eternity. This is the best gift ever! Read 
Romans 5:8; 2 Corinthians 5:21; or 1 Peter 3:18.

We respond. Tell kids that they can respond to Jesus. Read 
Romans 10:9-10,13. Review these aspects of our response: Believe in your heart 
that Jesus alone saves you through what He’s already done on the cross. Repent, 
turning from self and sin to Jesus. Tell God and others that your faith is in Jesus.

Offer to talk with any child who is interested in responding to Jesus.
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Small Group LEADER

SESSION TITLE: Jonah, Prophet to Nineveh
BIBLE PASSAGE: Jonah 1–4
MAIN POINT: God showed mercy to the Ninevites.
KEY PASSAGE: Joel 2:13
BIG PICTURE QUESTION: What is God like? God is slow to anger, merciful, 

and loving.

Key passage activity (5 minutes)

Before small group, write each word of the key passage on a 
separate piece of colored paper cut into a fish shape. Scatter 
the fish on one side of the room. Display the key passage 
poster and guide kids to read aloud Joel 2:13.

Explain that kids should move the fish from one side of 
the room to the other and then work together to arrange 
them in the correct order.

Give a fishing net to the first player. Instruct her to pick 
up a fish, put it in the net, and carry it to the other side of 
the room. She will leave the fish there and bring the net 
back to the next player.

Kids will take turns until they move all the fish. Then 
direct them to go to the other side of the room to arrange 
the fish, referring to the key passage poster if necessary. 
Lead kids to say the verse aloud together. 
SAY • Does anyone want to try to say our key passage from 

memory? [Allow volunteers to recite Joel 2:13.]
Let’s work on memorizing this verse so we will 

remember what God is like. What is God like? God 
is slow to anger, merciful, and loving.

• Key Passage Poster
• large sheet of paper or 

dry erase board
• marker
• fish-shaped cutouts
• fishing net
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Bible story review & Bible skills (10 minutes)

Display a large piece of paper on a focal wall. Label the left 
side of the paper Jonah and the right side Ninevites. 

Distribute Bibles and guide kids to open them to the 
Book of Jonah. Explain that Jonah is in the Old Testament, 
in the division of the Minor Prophets. Show kids how to 
use the table of contents if they struggle to find Jonah.
SAY • In today’s Bible story, we learned that God showed 

mercy to the Ninevites. The Ninevites were not 
just sort-of-bad people; they were very bad! Other 
nations were afraid of the Ninevites. God would have 
been right to destroy them, but He showed them 
mercy by sending Jonah to warn them.

Now, God did not only show mercy to the 
Ninevites; He showed mercy to Jonah too. Let’s list 
ways God showed mercy to Jonah and to the people 
of Nineveh.

Guide kids to look through the Book of Jonah and give 
examples of ways God showed mercy to Jonah and to the 
people of Nineveh. Sample answers include the following:

Jonah
•   God provided a big fish to swallow Jonah.
•   God gave Jonah another chance to go to Nineveh.
•   God provided shade for Jonah.

Ninevites
•   God sent Jonah to warn the Ninevites to turn back 

to God.
•   God decided not to destroy the city of Nineveh.

List the ways on the piece of paper.
SAY • God taught Jonah a lesson. God is loving and patient, 

and believers should show God’s love to everyone.

• Bibles, 1 per kid
• Main Point Poster
• large piece of paper
• marker

Option: Retell or 
review the Bible 
story using the 
bolded text of the 
Bible story script.

Tip: Remind kids 
that mercy means 
“undeserved favor.”
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Activity choice (10 minutes)

OPTION 1: Pray for missionaries
Before the session, secure a list of missionaries or missions 
organizations your church supports. 
SAY • God gave Jonah the assignment to go to the Nineveh 

and tell the people to turn back to God. Jonah was a 
missionary.

Missionaries today share the love and mercy of 
God with people all over the world. Let’s take time 
now to pray for them and write them notes of 
encouragement. 

Distribute paper and envelopes. Encourage kids to write 
notes to missionaries. Suggest that they tell the missionaries 
something they learned from today’s Bible story or prompt 
them to copy Joel 2:13 from the Bible.

As kids finish, lead them in a time of prayer for 
missionaries around the world.
SAY • Lord God, thank You for missionaries. We pray You 

would be with the missionaries we learned about 
today and bless them as they work to tell others 
about Jesus. Thank You for Your Word. We are so 
thankful to hear the story of Jonah and see that You 
are slow to anger, merciful, and loving.

Father, help us to be merciful and loving to 
others—even to our enemies. Lead us to share the 
good news about Jesus with others so that they too 
might love and trust in You. Amen.

OPTION 2: Jonah mural
Lay a long sheet of paper over the floor or a table. Provide 
markers for kids to draw scenes from today’s Bible story. 
You may choose to form pairs or small groups and assign 

• envelopes
• paper
• pencils or pens
• Bibles

LOW PREP

• long sheet of paper
• markers
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kids events from the Bible story.
When kids finish, invite them to share their scenes with 

the rest of the group, in the order that they happened. 
Guide them to explain what is happening in the scene.
SAY • This story really happened! Everything in the Bible 

is true. The story of Jonah tells us how God showed 
mercy to the Ninevites. The Ninevites deserved 
to be punished, but God forgave them when they 
repented and turned away from their sin.

Can you think of any other people who deserve 
to be punished for their sin but God forgave them? 
That’s right, us! The Bible says that we all have 
sinned, and our sin separates us from God. But God 
loves us and sent His Son, Jesus, to die the death we 
deserve. He gives forgiveness and eternal life to those 
who trust in Jesus. Now that is very good news!

Journal and prayer (5 minutes)

Distribute journal pages and pencils. Instruct the kids to 
write about a time they didn’t receive what they deserved, 
but instead received mercy.
SAY • The greatest gift of mercy was given through Jesus 

when He gave His life for us. May we be grateful 
every day for such a gift from God.

Encourage kids to write one-sentence thank-you prayers to 
God for His mercy. As time allows, lead kids to complete 
“True or False?” on the activity page.

Guide kids to determine if each statement is true 
or false. Provide Bibles for kids to check their answers. 
(Answers: 1. true; 2. false, Jonah got on a boat; 3. true; 4. false, 
40 days; 5. false, the people listened to Jonah; 6. true; 7. false, 
Jonah was angry; 8. false, God provided a plant)

Option: Review 
the gospel with 
boys and girls. 
Explain that kids are 
welcome to speak 
with you or another 
teacher if they have 
questions.

• pencils
• Journal Page
• “True or False?” activity 

page, 1 per kid
• Bibles

Tip: Give parents 
this week’s Big 
Picture Cards for 
Families to allow 
families to interact 
with the biblical 
content at home.
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