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Contexts & Connections #3-9    Jonah 1:1-17, 3:1-10 (4:1-11)    November 6, 2016 

Jonah: 
Finding God in the Belly of  A Fish 

 
 

Contexts 
 

Linguistic 
 The book of Jonah begins with the Hebrew conjunction and verb, “wayehî,” (pronounced vai-yuh-he) and is 

often translated as “and it happened” or “now it happened.” There are eight other biblical books that 
begin with “wayehî” as a way to introduce the narrative: Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 Samuel, 2 Samuel, Esther, 
Nehemiah, and a narrative section of Ezekiel.1 

 This short book contains 14 questions, which often brought Jonah into the scene: vv 1:6, 8, 11, vv 4:4. 9, 
11.2 

 The root Hebrew word gdl, “big, great,” occurs fourteen times in Jonah: big city (v. 1:2), big wind, big 
storm (v. 1:4), big fear (v. 1:10), big storm (v. 1:12), big fear (v. 1:16), big fish (v. 1:17), big city (v. 3:2), big 
city (v. 3:3), from the biggest (v. 3:5), king and his big ones (v. 3:7), big anger (v. 4:1), big gladness (v. 4:6), 
big city (v. 4:11). Hearing this word repeated gives the story a naïve, almost child-like quality.3 

 Another example of a repeating word is “hurled” in v. 1:4, v. vv 1:4, 5, 12, 15.4 
 Notice the way in which the verb “go down” traces the descent of Jonah: he went down to Joppa (v. 1:3); 

he went down into the ship (v. 1:3); went down into the hold (v.1:5) and finally went down to the bottom 
of the mountains (v. 2:6).5 

 
Geographic 

 Jonah is called to speak a prophetic word of judgment to the powerful city of Nineveh, the capital of 
Assyria. Nineveh was located on the Tigris River in Mesopotamia, which is modern-day Iraq.6 

 But Jonah did not listen.  Instead, he went down to Joppa, a coastal city on the Mediterranean Sea. His 
plan was to take a boat to Tarshish, which was about as far from Nineveh as Jonah could get. Tarshish was 
located somewhere on the far coast of the Mediterranean Sea, perhaps on the coast of Spain.7 

 Finally, Jonah went Nineveh, and took three days to walk across the entire city (vv. 3:1-3). This means 
Nineveh would have been huge town. But Jonah only travels in one day to deliver his message (3:4).8 

 
Historical 

 Pinpointing the composition of this story is not clear but the text lends some clues. 
 The historical setting for the story of Jonah begins with the reference to “Jonah, son of Amittai” (v.1). This 

identifies the main character, Jonah, with the prophet of 2 Kings 14:25 who worked during the days of 
Jeroboam II (786-746 BCE).9 

God Sightings 

The Point  
The story of Jonah illustrates how difficult it is for us to follow God, but in return God’s love for us never 
waivers. 
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 No one knows who wrote the book of Jonah. It is hard to know when the story was written, but some 
scholars seem to think it was written sometime after the exile in Babylon ended (after 539 BCE), and long 
after Nineveh’s reign ended. Nineveh was defeated and destroyed in 612 BCE. Hint from the text in 3:3 
states that Nineveh was a great city, perhaps signaling that at the time the story was written, Nineveh had 
already been defeated.10 

 Assyria had been an enemy of Israel because Assyria destroyed Israel in 722/721 BCE, bring the northern 
kingdom to an end. Judah, the southern kingdom, remained under the control of the Assyrian Empire.11  

 
Cultural/Religious 

 This story makes a clear point about God’s love extending even to Israel’s enemies (which is not a 
common message in prophetic books). Jonah knew that the Lord is a “gracious God and merciful, slow to 
anger and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing (v. 4:2).” This meant that Jonah 
knew that if he warned the people of Nineveh to repent, God was likely to forgive them.12 

 In verse 1:9, Jonah says, “I am a Hebrew” and “I worship the LORD.” Post-exile, monotheism—the 
worship of one god—was unusual for Near Eastern cultures. By identifying himself this way, Jonah 
contrasted himself to the sailors, who worshipped many gods.13 

 Symbolic use of geography and climate: When Jonah is in communion with God and is compliant with 
God’s word, Jonah resides on dry land. Whenever Jonah flees or resists God’s word, Jonah finds himself in 
inhospitable places such as a stormy sea (which represents chaos and death) or hot, dry desert (vv. 4:7-9). 
God used these extreme environments to externalize his faith condition and confront Jonah with the 
truth.14  

 
Literary 

 Jonah is fifth book in the Minor Prophets or otherwise known as the Book of the 12; Jonah is a story about 
a person from the eighth century BCE.15 In reading Jonah in the context of the other prophetic books, 
Jonah is the only prophet who was sent to proclaim a message in a foreign land—he actually walked the 
streets of Nineveh to deliver his message.16 Jonah in the context of the other biblical prophets needed to 
have his assignment given to him twice by God.17  
 Genre — The book of Jonah is what is called a “novella,” a type of short story in which a series of 

episodes involving the same set of characters leads to a resolution of a problem or a conclusion. Other 
examples of “novellas” in the Bible include Ruth, Esther, and the Joseph story found in Genesis.18 

 Authorial Intention — The message of the this story is three-fold: (1) the gracious action of God as a 
God who goes beyond the religious and ethnic boundaries of God’s people to share the love and mercy 
with other nations, even those who were traditional enemies of Israel; (2) God is a God of surprises, 
that God often has different things in store for us than we had planned; (3) how difficult it is for us to 
follow God’s will.19 

 Audience —- Jonah is a story that was designed to be heard. Before the invention of the printing press 
and the wide distribution of written text, Jonah was read either aloud or told to a gathering 
community.20 

 
Common Misunderstandings 

 A common distraction for modern readers is the fact that Jonah was swallowed by a “large fish,” which is 
often referred to as a whale. When the subject of Jonah is raised in conversation, a common first question 
concerning the text is: “Could the prophet really have been swallowed by a whale?” When the “large fish” 
becomes the focus of the story, it shifts from the miracle of Jonah’s forgiveness and deliverance by the 
action of God (chapters 1 & 2), to the swallowing and Jonah’s wallowing in the “pit” of the fish’s belly.21 
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More Information 
 For more information about Bible timelines including the prophets, check out:  

http://timeline.biblehistory.com/home 
 For more information on Jonah and genre, check out: 

http://www.bibleinterp.com/articles/Mckenzie_Jonah_Genre.shtml 
 For more information on the history between Assyria and Israel/ Judah, check out: 

http://www.historynet.com/assyrian-march-against-judah.htm 
 For more information on Jonah’s journeys, check out: 

http://visualunit.me/2011/01/17/jonah-map/  
 

Connections 
 

Narrative Lectionary Connections 
 Last Week (1 Kings 17:1-16 [17-24]) – The Jonah story tells of an account that mentions a huge fish and a 

small worm, which runs parallel to the story of Elijah and the ravens (1 Kings 17:4-6). Both stories begin 
with Hebrew“wayehî,” (see the Linguistic section for definition) and both have miracles stories using 
nature.22 

 Next Week (Isaiah 6:1-8) – Just as Elijah challenged the prevailing notion that prophets only attended to 
God's Chosen People, another prophet, Isaiah, is called to share oracles and sermons that his hearers may 
find challenging where during the time when Assyria attacked Israel, the northern kingdom. 

 Other Weeks – Jesus tells the parable of the widow and the unjust judge (Luke 18:3 on 04/02/2017), 
which speaks of God’s mercy and justice.  

 
Other Bible Connections  

 Jonah is a man of God who pays for his reluctance with a near drowning and ends up in a belly of a fish 
contrasts with this story about a man of God who is at the mercy of a lion (1 King 13:11-34).23 

 Jonah tells of a city, Nineveh, which repents in the nick of time contrasts with this story about what 
happens to Sodom (Genesis 19:1-29).24 

 Jesus spent three days in the tomb, dead (Matthew 12:38-40). For all practical purposes, Jonah was dead 
while inside the fish. God brought him out of the depths and darkness, symbolizing a new life for Jonah.25 

 Comparing Jonah 1:3-16a to Luke 8:23-25 (or Matthew 8:18-27, ...Mark 4:37-41)—Jesus calms a storm—
will reveal seven parallels between the two stories. It is likely that the Gospels are deliberately recalling the 
storm scene from Jonah.26 

 
Thematic Connections 

 God Revealed – God is revealed as (1) a God who creates, controls and cares for the natural world; (2) a 
God who rescues those who call on God in trouble; (3) a God who cares about all people; (4) a God who 
can change God’s mind; (5) a God who is the one true God.27 

 God Sightings- In this particular passage, the reader witnesses God’s activity in the world through the 
miraculous stories involving Jonah and nature: the storm, the fish, the plant, the worm and the wind.28 

 
Hymns/ Music 

 Praise songs include “From the Inside Out” (Joel Houston) and “My Story” (Mike Weaver/Jason Ingram). 
 Hymns include “I Called Out to the Lord” (Augsburg Fortress), “Come the Font of Every Blessing” (Nettleton) 

and “Today Your Mercy Calls” (Oswald Allen/Fredrick K. Anthes). 

http://timeline.biblehistory.com/home
http://www.bibleinterp.com/articles/Mckenzie_Jonah_Genre.shtml
http://www.historynet.com/assyrian-march-against-judah.htm
http://visualunit.me/2011/01/17/jonah-map/
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Media Connections 
 Jonah: A Veggie Tales Movie (Big Idea Productions, 2002) is an animated comedy adventure film on the 

themes of compassion and mercy. 
 
Multimedia Links 

 This website contains a visual layout or diagram of the book of Jonah: http://visualunit.me/2014/09/22/
jonah-structure/ 

 This website compares the story of Pinocchio with Jonah in the whale:  
http://pinocchioandreligion.weebly.com/jonah-the-whale-and-pinocchio.html 

 This website is a presentation about Jonah and pop culture: 
https://prezi.com/lxd3y9qvik6o/jonah-in-pop-culture/  
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