
Book Review: The Book of Jonah

Jonah would be on the bottom of your list of “Prophets I’d like to have a beer with.”  He
doesn’t like people and it’s not clear if he even likes God.  This book is intended to be
comedic, satirical, and ironic. It is a delightful and surprising read with lots of twists and
turns—and it’s only forty-eight verses that can be read in 20 minutes.

Jonah is the only Israelite-God-worshiping character in the whole story, yet he is more
selfish, unkind, and unholy than all of the pagan characters.  Jonah disobeys God by
refusing to prophesy to the Ninevites.  He refuses God not because he is afraid of
failure but because he is afraid of success.  If he succeeds, the Ninevites will repent and
God will forgive them.  But Jonah wants Nineveh to burn for all of the evil that they
inflicted on the Israelites.  On the run on a ship to Tarshish (the opposite direction of
Nineveh!), a ship-sinking storm wells up.  While the pagan sailors pray to their gods,
Jonah is asleep and has to be ordered by the captain to wake up and pray!  When it is
discovered that the storm was caused by Jonah’s disobedience, Jonah suggests that
they throw him overboard.  This is not an act of altruism.  Jonah wants to die so that he
doesn’t have to obey God and he doesn’t mind saddling the innocent pagans with his
murder.  Again, it is the pagans who pray, this time praying to Jonah’s God, asking for
his forgiveness for pitching Jonah overboard.  Jonah has unwittingly converted the
sailors!

God sends a great fish to swallow Jonah and then spit him up on the very same shore
from which he set sail.  Jonah then begrudgingly goes to Nineveh, but he tries to
sabotage his own preaching by saying only this: “Forty days more and Nineveh will be
overthrown.”  He does not tell them what they’ve done wrong or how to fix the problem.
Most shockingly, he never mentions God!  But, as with the sailors, Jonah accidently
succeeds.  The word “overthrown” in his prophecy can mean “destroyed,” but it can also
mean, “radically converted—overthrown in their souls.”  So, while Jonah desired and
predicted that God would smite them, he accidently “overthrew their souls.”  The
supposedly wicked Ninevites acknowledge their evildoing and repent, begging God for
forgiveness.  God, of course, forgives them and all is well….

Except that Jonah is furious!  This is exactly what he wanted to prevent. He yells at
God:

O LORD, is this not what I said while I was still in my own country? .…I knew that
you were a gracious and merciful God, slow to anger, abounding in kindness,
relenting of punishment. So now, LORD, please take my life from me.

Jonah’s insult of God is word-for-word the way other prophets praised God.  He hates
that God is kind and merciful!



The final scene of the story is just as strange and delightful.  Jonah is pouting as he falls
asleep in the shade of a wide-leafed tree.  A worm eats the leaves and Jonah wakes up,
sunburned and crankier than ever.  He claims to be angry at God for hurting the leaves,
but we know that he’s just mad about the ruined nap.  God, ever-tender and
compassionate towards Jonah, tries to “overthrow” his heart.  “You are worried about a
few leaves but you don’t care about the 120,000 people of Nineveh?”  The book ends
there, leaving us to wonder if Jonah, God’s own prophet, ever had a change of heart.

There are many wonderful lessons on which you might ponder as you read the Book of
Jonah.  (1) Like Jonah, are you running from your mission from God?  (2) Do you resent
God for loving those who have hurt you?  (3)  Are you judgmental about non-believers?
(4) Has God ever put you “in the belly of a whale”—a place whereby you might soberly
and quietly reflect on the direction of your life?  (5) Have you noticed how gentle and
patient God is with you, even on the days when you are grumpy and unloving?
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