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“Salvation is of the LORD.” —Jonah 2:9b
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The writings of Robert Lloyd Russell have received a warm reception by a wide variety of people as seen in the quotes below. His books have received 11 national and international literary awards. 
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☆☆☆☆☆ “He writes clearly so that the material is easily understood by both clergy and laity... Very edifying to read.” ~ William J. Petersen, Emeritus Senior Acquisitions Editor for Baker Book House and Fleming H. Revell.

☆☆☆☆☆ “I loved the book... It is very well written and very understandable.” ~ Bob G., inmate 

☆☆☆☆☆ “I find it most inspirational... You make the reader think, and that is a great talent." ~ Evelyn Cox, homemaker 

☆☆☆☆☆ “First there was Tozer with “The Knowledge of the Holy,” and then Packer gave us “Knowing God,” and now Russell has taken us further.” ~ Dr. Earl D. Radmacher, General Editor, Nelson Study Bible/New King James Study Bible [regarding “GOD’S NATURE: Sonlight Sunlight”] 

☆☆☆☆☆ “The definitive work on Psalm 1:3. Mr. Russell has a tremendous gift for analogy. The most impressive thing is the way he has built off of existing undeniable Scriptural concepts. I am very impressed with his use of certain Scriptures, such as with regard to trees being deceptive in appearance... His work is very interesting, very clear, and intensely practical.” ~ Ronald B. Allen, Senior Professor of Bible Exposition, Dallas Theological Seminary [regarding “GOD’S CHILD: Like a Tree”] 

To 

All Believers

Who Struggle With

God’s Will

For Their Lives 
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Basics – John 5:39
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Jesus said,

Search the Scriptures, for in them you think you have eternal life; and these are they which testify of Me.

John 5:39

––––––––
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The book of Jonah is quite similar to other prophetic books of the Bible, with the foundation statement “The Word of the Lord came to Jonah.” In some ways this is similar to modern stories which begin with “once upon a time.” The big difference is the books of the Bible are historical accounts rather than fiction. 

While listed as one of the prophetical books, the Book of Jonah contains very little prophecy but several previews of Jesus Christ as well as a great deal of irony. It also demonstrates both human pride and divine sovereignty. 

The historical account of Jonah is unusual and remarkable, highlighting his stubbornness and resulting disobedience. While he is listed in Scripture as a prophet, he certainly was not a stellar example of one. 

A Well-Known Event 

Many children have learned about “Jonah and the Whale” at a tender age in Sunday School. Many adults have scoffed at it. To this day the story of Jonah and the whale is often used to denounce the accuracy of the Holy Bible. 

For thousands of years this account has fascinated both children and adults in all three of the world’s great religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam).

The Book of Jonah 

This well-known book of the Bible contains some mystery. It was written by an unknown writer at an unknown time. It is a small book with only four chapters containing about 48 verses with a total of about 1,320 words. It has only two primary characters: God and Jonah. 

It is placed in the canon of Scripture as the tenth of the seventeen prophetical books (Isaiah to Malachi), and the fifth of the minor prophets (Hosea to Malachi). The minor prophets are considered minor only in terms of size, not in their content or message. It is the thirty-second book of the Bible with thirty-four books following. 

It is a book that ends in an unusual manner – with an unanswered question.

~ Interesting Facts ~ 

[1] This book is unusual in writing style compared to other books of prophecy in the Old Testament. The others focus on the prophet’s message, whereas the Book of Jonah is biographical in nature. In this way it resembles to a degree the accounts of Elijah and Elisha.

[2] Like its authorship, the date of the book is uncertain. 


	Some scholars place it as early as 860 B.C. 

	Others suggest it was most likely written about 800-750 B.C. while the nation of Assyria and the city of Nineveh were at their peaks.

	Many conservative scholars believe it was written before 745 B.C. – at about the time the events recorded took place. 

	It is considered by some scholars to be one of the latest books written in the Old Testament – but it is likely that the books of Esther, Chronicles, and Daniel were written after Jonah. 

	Based on the language, style, and theology of the Book of Jonah, other scholars believe that it was written between 450 and 300 B.C. 

	“The story of Jonah, written about 350 to 320 B.C.”​[1] 

	The bottom line is that the date of writing is unknown. One scholar summarized it this way: “Since the book was considered to provide legitimate knowledge about Yhwh and Yhwh’s ways, and as such was included in the accepted repertoire of prophetic books, the communicator must have been construed as ‘authoritative.’ Had this not been the case, there would have been no reason to continue studying, copying, reading, and reading to others this text. But the authoritative communicator was certainly not the actual historical author of the book.”​[2] 



[3] God has the first and last words in the Book of Jonah. 


“Now the Word of the Lord came to Jonah the son of Amittai, saying, ‘Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it; for their wickedness has come up before Me’” (Jonah 1:1-2). 



“But the Lord said, ‘You have had pity on the plant for which you have not labored, nor made it grow, which came up in a night and perished in a night. And should I not pity Nineveh, that great city, in which are more than one hundred and twenty thousand persons who cannot discern between their right hand and their left — and much livestock’?” (Jonah 4:10-11). 



[4] Strangely, the Book of Jonah ends with an unanswered question. There are only two books in the Bible that end with a question, and they both have to do with the city of Nineveh – the other book being the Book of Nahum. 


“Your injury has no healing, your wound is severe. All who hear news of you will clap their hands over you, for upon whom has not your wickedness passed continually?” (Nahum 3:19). 



[5] As a prophetical book, strangely it contains virtually only eight words of prophecy! In fact, that sentence may not actually be prophesy since Jonah is just repeating what God had told him to preach – so the statement is not prophetical in the ordinary sense. 


“Then he [Jonah] cried out and said, ‘Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown’!” (Jonah 3:4b). 



Consider this following passage: 


“In the fifteenth year of Amaziah the son of Joash, king of Judah, Jeroboam the son of Joash, king of Israel, became king in Samaria, and reigned forty-one years. And he did evil in the sight of the Lord; he did not depart from all the sins of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, who had made Israel sin. He restored the territory of Israel from the entrance of Hamath to the Sea of the Arabah, according to the Word of the Lord God of Israel, which He had spoken through His servant Jonah the son of Amittai, the prophet who was from Gath Hepher. For the Lord saw that the affliction of Israel was very bitter; and whether bond or free, there was no helper for Israel. And the Lord did not say that He would blot out the name of Israel from under heaven; but He saved them by the hand of Jeroboam the son of Joash” (2 Kings 14:23-27). 



[6] Still today the Book of Jonah is read in synagogues during Yom Kippur as a remembrance of the need for repentance and God’s mercy to those who repent. This is interesting because the reality is we do not see Jonah repent – it seems likely that Jonah never really understood and grasped the concept of repentance. 

[7] The book is somewhat unusual in that it is written in the third person. 

[8] The Book of Jonah being included as a part of the canon of Scripture has never been seriously challenged. 

[9] Some scholars have considered the Book of Jonah to be a polar opposite of the Book of Ruth. 

The Person Jonah 

Jonah came from the village of Gath Hepher which was about three miles north of Nazareth (in the lower Galilee region). To the northeast was Assyria, to the southwest was Joppa, and Tarshish was to the west. Gath Hepher is now called Mash Had. Jonah was one of only a few prophets from the northern kingdom in Israel. 

He lived in Israel from approximately 800 to 750 B.C., at a time when Assyria had gone to war with Israel and now occupied some of Northern Israel. 

Jonah was one of the early prophets. His name means “dove.” Perhaps Jonah had a tender heart and sensitive disposition. God called him to do a work for Him. His call was very specific – he was to be a missionary to the wicked city of Nineveh which was the capital of Assyria. These people were feared enemies of God’s people. 

Jonah’s father’s name Amittai means “to be faithful,” or “loyal, or “my truth.” 

Good prophets of God should be faithful, loyal, and sons who represent truth. 

Jonah was a contemporary of Jeroboam II (782-753 B.C.) an evil king who regained some of the land. He was also a contemporary of Amos. 

~ Interesting Facts ~ 

[1] Jonah is the only Old Testament prophet whose ministry is entirely on foreign soil – in fact his ministry was exclusively to Gentiles. 

[2] While on earth Jesus mentioned four of the Old Testament prophets by name: Jonah, Isaiah, Daniel, and Zechariah. 

[3] Jonah is unique in that he was the only Old Testament prophet to whom Jesus Christ compared Himself! 




“But He answered and said to them, ‘An evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign, and no sign will be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. The men of Nineveh will rise up in the judgment with this generation and condemn it, because they repented at the preaching of Jonah; and indeed a greater than Jonah is here” (Matthew 12:39-41).





[4] In the New Testament we find that the Pharisees were wrong when they claimed:


“Search and look, for no prophet has arisen out of Galilee” (John 7:52b). 



[5] Although Jonah’s name is mentioned eighteen times in the book, no one else, including the king of Nineveh, is mentioned by name.

[6] While there is no substantiation for it, Jewish tradition holds that Jonah was the son of the widow of Zarephath, whom Elijah restored to life (1 Kings 17:8-24). 

[7] Jonah succeeded both Elijah and Elisha and most likely knew them. 

The City of Nineveh 

At that time, Nineveh was a world empire – for a duration of at least 300 years. To keep that in perspective, realize the United States has existed for less than 300 years.

This capital city was along the banks of Tigris River approximately 275 miles north of Babylon. 

~ Interesting Facts ~ 

[1] Late in the Book of Jonah we find that the evil corrupt city of Ninevah repents and turns to God. Some scholars have suggested that the city’s willingness to repent might in part be due at least to the following factors: a plague in 765 B.C., followed by a solar eclipse two years later in 763 B.C., as well as another plague a short time later in 759 B.C. 

[2] The city’s revival was most likely during the reign of Ashurdan III (773-755 B.C.).

[3] Following Nineveh’s repentance, the city stood for about another 150 years. Then the Babylonians rebelled against the Assyrians in 626 B.C. and overthrew the city of Nineveh in about 612 B.C.

Irony 

[1] It is somewhat ironic for that era that Jonah was sent to prophesy to the Assyrian capital of Nineveh rather than to his own people. 

[2] Jonah, the son of a faithful man, turns out to be anything but faithful. 

Preview of Christ 

[1] The meaning of Jonah’s name “dove” is a symbol of peace throughout Scripture and portrays the coming of the Prince of Peace (Isaiah 9:6) and of the peace of God. For example, consider: 


Noah sent out a dove from the ark, signaling the end of God’s judgment with a flood (Genesis 8:8-12).



In the Jewish temples the dove was one of the birds used as part of the process of becoming right with God (Leviticus 1:14). 



Later we find doves in relation to mourning over sin (Isaiah 38:14, 59:11). 



In the Gospels we find the Spirt of God described to be like a dove (Matthew 3:16; see also Mark 1:10, Luke 3:22, John 1:32). The dove was a symbol of God’s Spirit descending upon Jesus on earth and being confirmed by His Father in heaven. Continuing today some Christian organizations utilize a symbol of a dove as a sign of peace. 



We also find doves described as harmless (Matthew 10:16). 



Considering the above, “dove” would appear to be a good name for any and all of God’s prophets. 





[2] Scholars consider the Book of Jonah to be much more important in its meaning than we find with a casual reading. The book contains parallels or “types” of the coming of Jesus Christ and His life of suffering leading up to the Cross and ultimately the resurrection. Consider Christ’s own words: 


“But Jesus answered and said to them, ‘An evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign, and no sign will be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. The men of Nineveh will rise up in the judgment with this generation and condemn it, because they repented at the preaching of Jonah; and indeed a greater than Jonah is here” (Matthew 12:39-41). 



––––––––

[image: ]


THINK AND GROW

The Book of Jonah is at times pathetic and at other times ironic. 

Jonah is often observed as a pathetic individual. He is disobedient and unfaithful. He may relish the grace he has received but resent others receiving similar grace. Fortunately, God is sovereign and offers grace to the worst of individuals and nations. Right up to the end of the book Jonah remains somewhat clueless about God’s sovereignty and plans. 

Throughout this book we will point out some of the ironic aspects. 

2

Disobedience – Jonah 1:1-3

––––––––
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Now the Word of the Lord came to Jonah the son of Amittai, saying, “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it; for their wickedness has come up before Me.” But Jonah arose to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the Lord. He went down to Joppa, and found a ship going to Tarshish; so he paid the fare, and went down into it, to go with them to Tarshish from the presence of the Lord.

Jonah 1:1-3

––––––––
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Jonah is an example of ministerial defiance, of a fleeing prophet and reluctant evangelist. Instead of accepting his commission in God’s military, he decides to take a Mediterranean Cruise from the eastern end of the Mediterranean west past the straits of Gibraltar. 

In modern times I have heard of cases where people bought very cheap tickets for cruises only to find it cost more to get off the ship than to get on. The extra charges for almost everything allowed their cheap initial fare. We read that Jonah “paid the fare” but he will later find out he made a costly mistake. 

Jonah’s Commission 

The Scripture tells us that Jonah was instructed to “Arise, go to Nineveh,” which in the original language contains imperatives which are equivalent in English to “Go immediately!” which increases the degree of Jonah’s disobedience. There was urgency in God’s command. 

His commission from God was two-fold. First, to get up and go to Nineveh. Second, to cry out against their sin and preach repentance. But Jonah was a minister of God who feared a positive outcome of his ministry! 

Jonah’s Disobedience 

When God calls Jonah, Jonah runs away. There are three times in the first chapter where we are told that Jonah is attempting to escape from God. 

“But Jonah arose to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the Lord. He went down to Joppa, and found a ship going to Tarshish; so he paid the fare, and went down into it, to go with them to Tarshish from the presence of the Lord. ... Then the men were exceedingly afraid, and said to him, "Why have you done this?" For the men knew that he fled from the presence of the Lord, because he had told them” (Jonah 1:3, 10). 

Clearly, he wanted to escape God’s commission by going as far away from his God-given mission as he could go. 

There is an old Native American saying that we should walk a mile in the other person’s moccasins before criticizing their actions. Think about how Jonah must have felt, or how you would have felt if God called you to do what He was asking Jonah to do. 

One commentator put it this way: “Imagine a Jewish man in New York during World War II hearing God say, ‘I’m going to bring terrible judgment on Germany. I want you to go to Berlin and tell Nazi Germany to repent.’ Instead of doing it, the man heads for San Francisco and then gets on a boat for Hong Kong.”​[3]

~ Why Was Jonah Disobedient? ~ 

Scripture does not directly answer that question; however, from the overall content of Scripture, there are a number of plausible answers including: 


	The concept of going to the wicked city of Ninevah would have been an astonishing request to any Jew of that era. The city was widely known for their viciousness towards outsiders. Jonah must have had more fear of the Ninevites than he had confidence in God. 

	It was an obviously disagreeable task.

	Jonah was sent to preach to the very people who were trying to annihilate his nation; patriotism might have compelled him to disobey – national pride overriding his spiritual life.

	It may not have been cowardice – look at how he soon acts in the midst of the storm. 

	He feared the Ninevites and personal attacks including possible death. They were wicked beyond what could be imagined – somewhat similar to Sodom and Gomorrah. Recall that no prophets were sent to Sodom and Gomorrah – God did not show mercy to them! 

	In Old Testament days God typically did not commission prophets to Gentile nations. 

	He had an issue with the Lord, not just the commission he was given.

	It must not have been the length of the journey since this long treacherous trip by sea which he chose was much more taxing than the relatively easy trip over land to Nineveh.

	Did he fear it would start the removal of the Kingdom of God from the Jews to other nations? 

	Perhaps he felt the interests of justice and good could be best served by running away and letting the city be destroyed.

	Is it possible that Jonah so feared the future destruction of Israel by Assyria (Nineveh being the capital city) that he elected not to martyr himself on behalf of his people? 

	Was it partly out of a kind of spiritual patriotism to Israel? They, and only they, were God’s people. Could these realities cause him to question his commission? 

	Maybe he reasoned that if he could get far away, God would commission someone else to do the job.

	Was Jonah a vindictive and revengeful man who couldn’t bear the thought of the Ninevites escaping the just and due judgment? 

	Perhaps he had friends or relatives in Tarshish – so he headed off for rest and relaxation, providing time to evaluate God’s commission to him. 

	Maybe he was thinking that if he waited long enough God would just go ahead and destroy that wicked city. 

	His spiritual pride! Later in the book Jonah himself provides a partial answer. He feared that those unworthy Ninevites might find mercy and grace from God, and later when they did, he was upset about it: “It displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he became angry. So he prayed to the Lord, and said, ‘Ah, Lord, was not this what I said when I was still in my country? Therefore I fled previously to Tarshish’” (Jonah 4:1-2). 
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