
Jonah Commentary
Whereas books attributed to prophets normally focus on the preaching of the 
prophet, Jonah is unique in that it is entirely written as a prose narrative, 
with the exception of one verse where Jonah announces Nineveh’s 
overthrow (verse 3:4). The narrative of Jonah revolves around the person of 
Jonah, a prophet from Gath Hepher in Galilee (see 2 Kings 14:25), who 
lived during the reign of Jeroboam II (786-746 B.C.). Jonah is placed fifth in 
the book of the twelve Minor Prophets.

There has been much debate regarding the historicity of this story. Many 
would propose that the story is an allegory or a parable. And while the 
application of the story might recognize these aspects, this is little reason to 
doubt its historicity, as by the story’s own admission, we are witnessing the 
actions of God as he interacts with Jonah. 

Paul admitted that the story of Hagar and Sarah was an allegory (cf. 
Galatians 4:24), but that is hardly cause to cast doubt on the historicity of the 
events. And as regards Jonah, Jesus himself testified that Jonah was 
historical, even if Jonah was to be interpreted as a “sign” (see discussion 
below).

As a story, Jonah is a literary masterpiece. It is presented in two main 
sections, the first in chapters 1 and 2, and the second in 3 and 4. Each 
section begins with a call narrative - a command from Yahweh to Jonah to 
go and preach against Nineveh. In the first section, Jonah tries to flee 
Yahweh and ends up finding himself in the belly of a great fish. In the 
second section Jonah becomes the obedient, albeit reluctant, prophet.

The story is told using any number of rhetorical devices: The two sections 
are structured in a literarily parallel fashion. It is a very “lean” story, offering 
only details that serve the thrust of the account. Jonah employs irony, 
hyperbole, humor, satire, and merism. For example, the psalm that Jonah 
offers while still inside the fish’s belly is not a cry for help, but a song of 
thanksgiving. This is very curious, and begs questions about why he would 
do such a thing.

Probably the starkest rhetorical device, though, is the use of repetition. And 
the repeated words can shift their reference throughout the story. For 



instance, the adjective “great” is used 14 times in Jonah. The word for “hurl” 
is used four times in the first chapter in verses 4, 5, 12, and 15. The city of 
Tarshish is repeated three times in verse 1:3, clearly meaning a place where 
Jonah thought Yahweh’s presence was lacking, but then when it is used in 
4:2, Jonah is trying to deftly make it to mean a place that was “just another 
country” different than Nineveh. 

Also, Yahweh “appoints” natural actors four times in the story (a great fish 
(1:17), a plant (4:6), a worm (4:7), and a scorching east wind (4:8)). This 
serves to highlight Yahweh’s mastery over the world, as well as over the life 
of Jonah, as Yahweh’s dealing with Jonah’s character is the central theme of 
the book. 

Perhaps a pastoral application of the book can be found in Jonah’s name, 
which means “dove,” a bird that is “silly and without sense” (cf. Hosea 
7:11).  We can be encouraged that God stuck with Jonah and remained 
faithful to him even in the midst of his somewhat imbecilic behavior.

It is instructive to consider how Jesus in the New Testament portrays Jonah. 
He is mentioned in both Matthew and Luke. Jesus mentions Jonah after 
being approached by the Jewish leaders who demanded a “sign” from him. 
Jesus’ response is somewhat cryptic in that he says the only sign they will 
see is the sign of Jonah the prophet (see
Matt 12:38-41, Matt 16:1-4, and Luke 11:29-32). This is partly explained by 
Jesus as he likens Jonah’s spending three days and nights in the belly of the 
great fish before emerging again to his own burial (which of course implied 
his subsequent resurrection).

But as is often the case, there is more to what Jesus is saying here. He 
explicitly says that it was Jonah himself that was the sign to the people of 
Nineveh, and likewise the Son of Man would be a sign to them (Luke 
11:30). But as we read the resurrection accounts, we
notice that Jesus only appeared to believers after his resurrection (or in the 
case of Paul, a soon-to-be convert). So it was not Jesus personally who 
became the sign to the Jerusalem leadership, but his disciples, who were, 
like Jonah, regarded as “silly and without sense”
to the Jerusalem elite (e.g., see Acts 4:13). There is also a subversive  
element in Jesus’ statements in that he is likening the Israelites of his day to 
the Ninevite Gentiles of Jonah’s day, and even worse, because the Ninevites 
repented at Jonah’s preaching (Matt



12:41).

But there is also an eschatological dimension to consider in Jesus’ 
statements regarding Jonah being a sign. A major theme of Jonah is that God 
is concerned not only for the Hebrews (as embodied by Jonah – see Jonah 
1:9), but for the Gentiles as well. And indeed, it is the Gentiles who benefit 
most in the story, as the sailors repent and turn to Yahweh as well as the city 
of Nineveh, and both are spared. 

It is Jonah who remains angry and stubborn. In the eschatological 
outworking of the New Testament, it is both Israelites and Gentiles that are 
called into Yahweh’s new covenant. Part of the blessings
of turning to God involved a salvation from the promised wrath that 
eventually befell the entire Jewish nation during the Jewish wars starting in 
AD 66. 

We know from history that Nineveh was indeed eventually destroyed after 
being spared for a season after the mission of Jonah, and we can be certain 
that the Jerusalem leaders were aware of this fact. But God was holding off 
judgment because he was waiting for all of his chosen to complete their 
repentance before he unleashed his judgment (see 2 Peter 3:9). 

So Jonah became a sign to Israel in that he, the silly and senseless prophet, 
embodied a call to the sinful nation to repent in order to be spared judgment. 
Some in Israel did indeed repent after hearing the gospel and were spared, 
but eventually the nation fell under the weight of its own stubborn sins.


