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JONAH
THE DISPLEASED • KEY SCRIPTURE PASSAGE:  

The Book of Jonah
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HIS CONTEXT

Many scholars believe that the Jonah of the book bearing his name is the 

same prophet mentioned in 2 Kings 14:25, which would situate him in eighth-cen-

tury BC, probably after the reign of King Jeroboam II.

While it is placed among other prophetic writings, the book of Jonah is the 

only prophetic book that is a story about a man rather than a series of oracles or 

visions. With the exception of one small section (Jon. 2:2-9), it is written in prose 

rather than poetry like the other prophetic books, and the only actual oracle in 

the book is the eight-word message in 3:4. Additionally, the character of Jonah 

is never referred to as a prophet, even though his message, as scholar Elizabeth 

Achtemeier notes, begins with the familiar prophetic phrase, “The word of the Lord 

came to Jonah” (v.1). What makes the book rightly categorized as prophetic liter-

ature, Achtemeier goes on in her commentary on Jonah, is that it tells where and 

how and why the God of Israel is at work.

Unlike the other prophets, Jonah is sent to minister to a foreign city—Nineveh, 

the capital city of Assyria—as opposed to Israel. Jonah hates this assignment and 

attempts to escape it, which is not surprising considering Assyria’s reputation and 

bloody history with Jonah’s homeland. This is the part of Jonah’s story that many 

of us have known since childhood. He is swallowed by a great fish, he prays, and 

God gives him a second chance. But the book of Jonah doesn’t end happily there. 

Instead, we get the impression that Jonah is a rather angry servant, and the book 

ends with a question from God regarding forgiveness of the Ninevites and no 

answer from Jonah.
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HIS STORY

So far, nothing. The city, from here, looks as it has always looked to me. Ugly. 

Huge. Daunting. I sat underneath my makeshift shelter, which was nothing but a 

bunch of sticks and scraps tied up like a child had put it together. I was a grown 

man sulking in the middle of nowhere. A prophet? I’d thought so.

“I hate the Ninevites,” I said. I ran fingers through my sweat-streaked hair and 

sat with the weight of those words. “How else am I supposed to feel? They’ve 

been more hostile and cruel to Israel than anyone. Ruthless, really. I have known 

victims of slaughter. I have seen the faithlessness, the idolatry, the paganism. I did 

not want to come here. I tried everything I could think of to avoid it. I ran from God. 

Ran. The entire journey seems ridiculous now, and it has gotten more ridiculous 

with each passing moment.”

This monolog was delivered to a castor bean plant, which, perhaps, was even 

worse than talking to the insides of a giant fish. That was pretty low but at least the 

fish was a living, breathing, animate thing.

“I look like such a fool.” I continued. The hot wind blew by, not enough to stir 

up the sand.

“He sent me here to tell them, specifically, that their city would be destroyed,” I 

yelled. “That was the whole point. Does anyone really expect me to believe that these 

bloodthirsty Assyrians are genuine with their sackcloths and ashes and fasting?”

At least there was shade. The broad leaves of this plant spread over me 

and gave me comfort as I waited for God to change His mind back and destroy 

Nineveh like He said He would. He’s got to destroy Nineveh. The plant was surely 

a sign that He would—it had sprung up from a sprout in a matter of minutes. Now 

JO
N

A
H



26

JO
N

A
H

it was taller than me, taller than the shelter, and the huge, fan-like leaves hung over 

me at just the right height. The plant was, perhaps, the only good thing to happen 

to me in days.

As evening fell, the night became comfortable and I thought about all the ways 

God had been with me on this journey. Even if I felt lost now, I remember that He 

saved me, even if I did have to endure three days in the belly of a fish. The stench 

of fish carcass and seawater was worse than any fish market, but it was salvation 

for me. It was a grace that I did not deserve, as was this castor bean plant. The 

God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is faithful to His servants. Maybe tomorrow the 

prophecy that He sent me here to proclaim would come true.

The plant rustled a bit, and I lay down as exhaustion took over. I had walked 

three days straight to get here, and that was after the whole episode with the fish. 

Had I dreamt that? Somehow, now, I can’t tell the difference between reality and 

fantasy. I’m too tired.

“Good night,” I said to the miracle tree. It did not reply.

I awoke early the next morning in an absolute pool of sweat. My tunic clung to 

me, thrusting me back to those harrowing moments in the depths of the sea, after 

the mariners had thrown me overboard. My heartbeat raced. But there was no icy 

coldness as there was that night. All around me was hot and dry.

I looked up at the sun, realizing immediately that my shade was gone. The 

plant lay withered and dead in a pile next to my shelter. I cried out, but hardly any 

sound came from my parched throat. I picked at the stem of the plant, so sturdy 

the last time I’d seen it. I rolled it in my fingers, noticed the chewed ends where a 

worm had gotten to it, and cried.

“I want to die,” I told this dead thing. It was the truest thing I could think to 

say, the thing I felt in the aching of my bones, in the sting of the tears on my 
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sun-leathered face, in the heat of embarrassment in my heart whenever I thought 

of myself, shouting “Forty days and Nineveh will be destroyed!” all throughout the 

city that still stood intact in the distance. Prophet, indeed.

“What right do you have to get angry about this shade tree?” A voice said. At 

first, in my anger, I might have sworn it was the tree itself.

“Plenty of right,” I screamed, shaking with anger.

The funny thing is, I think I had known the outcome of this situation from the 

start. Perhaps that was why I tried so hard to run? My God forgives. My God is 

gracious and abounding in love. My God would rather forgive than destroy. And 

yet, I cannot understand why God would suffer fools like the Ninevites. Quite sim-

ply, these people are evil—though the world is not black and white, this situation is.

“What’s this? How is it that you can change your feelings from pleasure to 

anger overnight about a mere shade tree that you did nothing to get? You neither 

planted nor watered it. It grew up one night and died the next night. So, why can’t 

I likewise change what I feel about Nineveh from anger to pleasure, this big city of 

more than 120,000 childlike people who don’t yet know right from wrong, to say 

nothing of all the innocent animals?” God said.

I was silent. For a long time, I was silent. Though I knew that God knew my 

very thoughts, I didn’t want Him to hear me. I wanted to run again and tried with 

every last bit of my knowledge to figure out how.

He didn’t kill me that day like I asked Him to. Instead, He left me there in the 

desert with nothing but a hot wind for company. I watched the city of Ninevah go 

on with its business, and I wondered if they were still fasting. I wondered if they 

were still in their sackcloths. I wondered if they still remembered the promises 

they’d made. A part of me hoped that they had already turned back to the slaugh-

ter and idol worship and immorality.
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 The funny thing is,  

I think I had known  

the outcome of this situation  

from the start.  

Perhaps that was why  

I tried so hard to run? 
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“I’m right,” I said to God. “It’s only a matter of time. They will.”

I looked down at the sand for minutes or hours. Something caught my eye. 

A tiny worm inched its way across the sand. I lifted my fist to crush it. —KS
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HIS PLACE IN GOD’S STORY

Jonah is probably a character that many Christians can relate to. He messes 

up frequently, questions God honestly, gets angry when sinners are easily and 

freely forgiven and when God acts in a way that Jonah doesn’t understand or 

agree with. His questions feel familiar: How can God let evil things happen? Why 

don’t bad things happen to bad people and good things happen to good people? 

Can people really change? If God is gracious, do our actions really matter?

This struggle of Jonah’s is one that most of us will face, and the scriptures 

don’t necessarily tell us how or if Jonah resolved the lack of forgiveness in his 

heart. What we do understand, and what the book of Jonah communicates, is that 

the love of God extends to all people—even those we might judge most unworthy.

Jonah expresses the same complaint as the older brother in the parable of 

the Prodigal Son: Why should God be gracious to people that have spent their 

lives behaving so badly? And the answer, as unfathomable as it may seem, is that 

God’s love is so great, and His mercy so wide, that He would rather forgive than 

destroy even the very worst of us.
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THE STORY FINDS ITS PLACE IN ME

1. What parts of Jonah’s story find their place in you?
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2. Are there people or groups in your life who compare to Jonah’s 

Ninevites? People who have behaved so badly or hurt you so deeply 

that you cannot imagine God ever giving them grace?
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3. Think about the wickedness that we are faced with today: terrorist 

attacks, school shootings, serial killers, rapists; the list seems 

endless, hopeless, and certainly beyond our capacity to forgive. As 

Christians, what should our response be to such offenders? Should 

our response be different in some way from God’s?
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4. Jonah often comes off as a complaining coward when we tell his 

story, but he has a number of admirable qualities. What are they?
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5. In what ways is God merciful to Jonah in the book that bears 

his name? Can you see evidences of His mercy in your life? 

Can you see places where He’s asking you to exercise mercy 

towards others?
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