
Jonah
Week 1

Life Group Discussion Guide

Introduction: On Sunday we kicked off our new series on the book of Jonah. God relentlessly 
pursues those who are far from Him and He want us to participate with Him. In Jonah 1 we see 
God call Jonah to go and invite the Ninevites to repent, but the prophet runs the other direction 
in rebellion. Today we are going to go even deeper into the first chapter of Jonah as a group, 
and find ourselves in the story. 

Step 1: Life Group Leader asks for a volunteer in the group to read the passage of scripture.

Jonah 1:1-3

1 The word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai: 2 “Go to the great city of Nineveh 
and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up before me.”

3 But Jonah ran away from the Lord and headed for Tarshish. He went down to Joppa, 
where he found a ship bound for that port. After paying the fare, he went aboard and 
sailed for Tarshish to flee from the Lord.

Step 2: Life Group Leader asks the group 'What are some things that you observe from this 
passage?
 
This is also a place for your Life Group Participants to ask questions about the passage. 
Questions are a form of observation. 'What questions do you have about the passage we just 
read?'
 
Life Group Leader Resources on Possible Observations
Vs. 1 - God spoke individually to Jonah and gave him a specific task.
Vs. 2 - God called Jonah to a specific people, the city of Nineveh. His instructions were to 
"preach against it", because of their "wickedness." The way this is worded makes it seem like 
God is sending Jonah to deliver a message of condemnation, but to send a prophet was to send 
a warning, and to send a warning was to offer an opportunity to repent. 
Vs. 2 - The word "wickedness" here can refer to "wicked", or it can also mean "trouble". It is 
more likely to refer to the "trouble" of the Ninevites, rather than "wickedness." God was not 
pleased with the genuine evil that was in Nineveh, and they needed to repent, but their trouble 
came up before him, and He was moved to compassion.
Vs. 2 - Nineveh was one of Israel's greatest enemies. God was calling Jonah to go and proclaim 
a message of repentance and mercy to them. 
Vs. 3 - God gave a specific command for Jonah to take his message to Nineveh, but he 
disobeyed and headed to Tarshish. 
Vs. 3 - There were not synagogues in the port city Joppa, because it was not Jewish territory. It 
is likely that he was not only running in disobedience from the mission God had given him to 
take His message, but also running from hearing the voice of God commanding him to do it 
again. 
Vs. 3 - It says that he got on the ship to "flee from the Lord." 

Step 3: Life Group Leader asks the group, “How can we apply this passage to our lives?”



 
Life Group Leader Resources on Possible Applications
Vs. 1-3 - God has spoken to us individually, like Jonah, through His Word, and has called us to 
GO and take a message of repentance and compassion to anyone that needs it, including our 
enemies.
Vs. 2 - I need to ask God who my "Nineveh" is. Who is God calling me specifically to go to?
Vs. 2 - It says that the "wickedness", or "trouble", came up before God. He couldn't miss it. It 
was right in front of his eyes, and he couldn't deny it. Do I see the "trouble" of the people's lives 
right in front of my eyes? Does it move me to action? I need the fact that people are separated 
from God all around me to rise up before me, and move me to action. 
Vs. 2 - Who are the people in my life that, like Nineveh, might be my enemies? You might not 
think they are your enemies, but who are people that you would rather not invest in?
Vs. 3 - How am I running like Jonah? In what ways am I avoiding God's call for me to take God's 
message of repentance and compassion to them?

Step 1: Life Group Leader asks for a volunteer in the group to read the passage of scripture.

Jonah1:4-17

4 Then the Lord sent a great wind on the sea, and such a violent storm arose that the 
ship threatened to break up. 5 All the sailors were afraid and each cried out to his own 
god. And they threw the cargo into the sea to lighten the ship.

But Jonah had gone below deck, where he lay down and fell into a deep sleep. 6 The 
captain went to him and said, “How can you sleep? Get up and call on your god! Maybe 
he will take notice of us so that we will not perish.”

7 Then the sailors said to each other, “Come, let us cast lots to find out who is 
responsible for this calamity.” They cast lots and the lot fell on Jonah. 8 So they asked 
him, “Tell us, who is responsible for making all this trouble for us? What kind of work do 
you do? Where do you come from? What is your country? From what people are you?”

9 He answered, “I am a Hebrew and I worship the Lord, the God of heaven, who made the 
sea and the dry land.”

10 This terrified them and they asked, “What have you done?” (They knew he was 
running away from the Lord, because he had already told them so.)

11 The sea was getting rougher and rougher. So they asked him, “What should we do to 
you to make the sea calm down for us?”

12 “Pick me up and throw me into the sea,” he replied, “and it will become calm. I know 
that it is my fault that this great storm has come upon you.”

13 Instead, the men did their best to row back to land. But they could not, for the sea 
grew even wilder than before. 14 Then they cried out to the Lord, “Please, Lord, do not let 
us die for taking this man’s life. Do not hold us accountable for killing an innocent man, 
for you, Lord, have done as you pleased.” 15 Then they took Jonah and threw him 



overboard, and the raging sea grew calm. 16 At this the men greatly feared the Lord, and 
they offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows to him.

17 Now the Lord provided a huge fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was in the belly of 
the fish three days and three nights.

Step 2: Life Group Leader asks the group 'What are some things that you observe from this 
passage?
 
This is also a place for your Life Group Participants to ask questions about the passage. 
Questions are a form of observation. 'What questions do you have about the passage we just 
read?'
 
Life Group Leader Resources on Possible Observations
Vs. 4 - God was not done with Jonah. If he won't listen to His voice, maybe he would listen to 
the storm.
Vs. 5 - In people's time out of desperation, they cry out to their gods. 
Vs. 5 - The contrast between the state of the rest of the crew and Jonah in the storm is ironic. 
They are in a panic, throwing luggage overboard, while Jonah is fast asleep. 
Vs. 6 - "Get up and call on your god!" These are the words of the captain of the ship. The 
phrase "Get up" happens to be the same exact words that God used to call Jonah to go to 
Nineveh in the first place. Now God is speaking to him through a Gentile sailor. 
Vs. 7 - God was in the casting of lots. They would have eliminated every person on the boat 
through this process, and Jonah was the last one.
Vs. 9 - Even despite his disobedience, Jonah here declares that he is a worshipper of God, the 
God who made the sea that was raging around them. 
Vs. 12 - Even after declaring that he is a worshipper of God, Jonah is still unwilling to go to 
Nineveh. In fact, he would rather die than go to Nineveh and offer them God's grace.
Vs. 16 - The people saw God do the miraculous, and they responded by fearing the Lord, 
sacrificing to Him, and making vows to Him. Despite Jonah's disobedience, it didn't stop God 
from moving, and people's lives being changed. The cool thing is that He wants us to be a part 
of the process. 
Vs. 17 - God once again pursues Jonah, and this time it is through a large fish. It might not be 
the rescue mission you would have picked for yourself, but it was God's grace to Jonah 
nonetheless. 

Step 3: Life Group Leader asks the group, “How can we apply this passage to our lives?”
 
Life Group Leader Resources on Possible Applications
Vs. 4 - God doesn't stop pursuing us to be a part of his mission, even when we run away from 
His call. Even if you're running from God's mission to take His message others, try to recognize 
God still pursuing you. You being at this Life Group is evidence that God isn't done calling you.  
Vs. 12 - I feel like we can be guilty of this. We praise God, and worship him, yet we still don't go 
to serve at the Care Pantry. We do this, and still don't go on a foreign mission trip. The 
application is to acknowledge God's mission with our actions, not just our words. 
Vs. 16 - Meditate on the fact that despite my disobedience, God can still use the circumstances 
of my life to impact others for His glory. How have I seen God do this in my life? 
Vs. 17 - Let the times you've seen God move, the times that God has not given up on you, 
move you to take the message of Jesus to others. 



Step 4: Life Group Leaders leads the group into a time of prayer: 'Let's pray that God would 
help us take next steps to apply this passage to our lives.'
 
Life Group Leader Resources on Possible Prayers
Father, who are you calling me to invest and invite in?
Father, show me who my Nineveh is.
Father, may the pain of others be ever before me. May the lostness of others be ever before 
me. 
Father, show me the ways that I'm running from your mission. 
Father, thank you for inviting me to be on mission with you. 
Father, thank you for not giving up on me, even when I disobey you. 

Commentary (Douglas Stuart - WBC)
 
Introduction to the book
On 1 level, the message of Jonah may be boiled down to a warning: Don't be like Jonah. 

Throughout the book Jonah displays a readiness to receive mercy and blessing himself and a 
stubborn reluctance to see his enemies, the Assyrians, receive the same.

But the teaching of the book seems to go beyond teaching the audience to love their enemies. It 
also places great emphasis upon the character and power of God. 

The book is about Jonah, but it is also about God. Jonah hopes all along that somehow God 
won't turn out to be consistent with his own well-known character (4:2). But God is consistent 
throughout, in contrast to Jonah's hypocritical inconsistency. 

What happens to Nineveh and to Jonah happens precisely because of what God is like. The 
audience of the book is thus invited implicitly to revise their understanding of what God is like, if 
they have indeed shared Jonah's selfish views.

In ancient Judaism the book served as a bulwark against the narrow particularism that allowed 
Jews to think they alone were worthy of God's blessing while other peoples were not. To a more 
modern reader the message may be seen in light of Jesus' own teaching about forgiveness: it is 
the sinners, not the righteous, who most often may recognize their need for forgiveness and do 
something about it (Matt 12:41; Luke 15:10). No one should oppose God's mercy in receiving 
sinners into the Kingdom. 

The double question in 4:4 and 4:9 ("What right do you have to be angry?") is unmistakably the 
key to the book's central message. The climax of the story comes here--not with the repentance 
of the Ninevites in Ch. 3 or at any other point--when God challenges Jonah to recognize how 
wrong he has been in his bitter nationalism, and how right God has been to show compassion 
toward the plight of the Assyrians in Nineveh. 

Every hearer/reader may have some Jonah in him or her. All ned to reflect on the question God 
asks, including the final, specific, "Should I not spare Nineveh?) (4:11). Anyone who replies 
"Why is that such an important question?" Has not understood the message. Anyone who 
replies "No!" Has not believed it.



The "troubles" the city is having goes beyond their evil ways. To fail to recognize this sense is to 
fail, for example, to see an early (1:2) adumbration of God's compassionate concern for the city. 
God is as concerned about Nineveh's miseries as he is angry at its evils.

The word translated "wickedness" in verse 2 means "wickedness" only twice (3:8 and 10). In the 
other 7 occasions of its occurrence it means "trouble" or a closely synonymous word like 
"misery", "difficult", or "harm." 

Did Jonah ignore this meaning and instead hear only what he wanted to hear--that the evils of 
Ninevites occasioned his mission?

At the time that Jonah was a prophet, Nineveh was dealing with military and diplomatic loses 
internationally coupled with famine and popular uprisings domestically during the time of Assur-
dan III (773-756). In addition, both an earthquake and an eclipse, dreaded major omens to the 
Assyrians, were experienced concurrent to these other problems. A weak and shaky monarchy 
reeling from domestic and international turmoil could well have welcomed the change. 

Chapter 1 

Vs. 2 - Nineveh is a chief or capital city, and God has taken notice of some calamity that has 
occurred there. 

The word often translated "wickedness" can miss the ambiguity of the term. In fact, Jonah could 
have understood "evil", but even more likely understood "trouble", or "calamity", or "difficult" as 
the meaning.

Jonah's message in 3:4 allows for the following logic: Nineveh was an evil city which had 
suffered misfortune. God's compassion had been arroused by the misfortune. Instead of simply 
destroying the city for its evil, he would give it a chance to repent so as to remove the 
misfortune. 

Jonah is told to "speak against" Nineveh, denounce it. To a prophet such a command could 
have meant little else than to wan that God was about to enforce his covenant by enacting its 
sanctions, or curses. God has the prerogative to punish evil wherever it is found. But Jonah 
would also recognize--as would the hearers--that to give advance warning of the imposition of 
covenant sanctions was to open the door to the possibility of repentance. 

Jonah understood in 3:4 that God was commissioning a warning rather than an irrevocable 
announcement of immediate destruction.

If the word means "trouble" instead of "wickedness" in 1:2, it provides an overt statement as to 
why Jonah found Yahweh's word so objectionable that he sought to flee from further contact 
with the God he had been serving as a prophet. Thus Jonah's motivation is suggested, long 
before his own explanation in 4:2. 

For God to send prophets to remind people of their responsibilities before his covenant--national 
or universal--was an act of grace in itself. 



Jonah describes God as gracious, merciful, patient, loyal, and willing to change his plan as 
something he knew all along (4:2).  

Vs. 3 - Nineveh was to the east. The sea, that is the Mediterranean, was to the west. Jonah 
sought to flee "the presence of the Lord." He wanted to go somewhere where the God of Israel 
wasn't worshipped. He might have hoped that this would insure that God's word would not come 
to him again. If he stayed in Israel, he could expect to hear more from God, but if he left, he 
might hear nothing further. 

Jonah chose the port of Joppa, which was never annexed by Israel during OT times, where the 
people he might meet, and the ships he could hire, were not likely to be Israelite. Once in 
Joppa, he was already partly away from Israel. 

Jonah was well aware that there were plenty of other prophets around. His day was a golden 
age for prophets. He could have been thinking "God has determined to give Assyria a chance. 
But if so, at least one of the other prophets ought to mediate his word. For me to do it goes 
against all I've stood for. 

He simply wanted no part of something so horrible as mercy shown to a brutal, oppressing, 
enemy nation. 

Vs. 4-5 - The contrast of the chaos and frenzy of the men compared to Jonah asleep is huge. 

Vs. 6 - The phrase "Get up! Call..." contain the two verbs God had used to summon Jonah to 
preach against Nineveh in vs. 2. Should we discern here a purposeful, ironic connection? Jonah 
must have thought he was having a nightmare. These were the very words with which God had 
disturbed his pleasant life a few days before. 

Vs. 7 - "lots" were probably dice, their sides alternately light or dark in color. Could have gone 
like this. Two dark sides meant "No", two sides meant "yes", a light and a dark meant "throw 
again". Using this system sailors were eliminated until Jonah was left. 

Vs. 8 - The crew certainly had reason to suspect Jonah was a Palestinian of some sort, since 
the ship sailed from a Palestinian port, and Jonah presumably spoke and dressed like a 
Palestinian. What they wanted to know specifically, then, was which of the Palestinian nations 
he was from. Each had a national god. That would tell them which god he was likely to fear. 

Vs. 9-10 - Obviously It seems Jonah said more than just this, because it says in verse 10 that 
he told them that he was fleeing from the presence of the Lord. Probably telling them that he 
was a prophet on the run. To be associated with a disobedient prophet was like being tied to a 
person who was calling for lightning to strike him dead. 

Vs. 12 - Jonah's reply is blunt and shocking. They must kill him. The death penalty is the penalty 
he deserves--nothing short of it. 

Vs. 13 - These dudes weren't about to kill one of the prophets of this God. He might have been 
trying to kill him, but they hadn't commissioned them to kill him. 



Vs. 14 - These men are acting in desperation, without giving Jonah a trial. They didn't want this 
blood guilt. 

Vs. 16 - It does not seem to describe anything that the sailors did immediately after the storm 
stopped, but rather relates to the audience the fact that the events the sailors had witnessed 
were so awesome as to have made a profound and lasting impression on them. Couldn't have 
made a sacrifice on the ship. Sacrifices took place at shrines or temples. One couldn't sacrifice 
wherever one wanted. They could have gone to Jerusalem, or to any of the shrines which 
dotted the landscape of both Judah and Israel. The sailors responded to their deliverance in the 
way they knew how, just as the Ninevites would later plead for deliverance in the way they knew 
how. (3:5)

"Really believed", "sacrifice", and "vows" - these views were almost certainly nothing other than 
promises to bring yet more sacrifices to God in the future. The fear of God of the sailors doesn't 
appear to be short lived. 

Aboard the ship, after he is awakened to fact the storm with the others, Jonah still resists the will 
of Yahweh. He does not, after all, suggest that the sailors try to row back to shore so that he 
might now contritely fulfill the command of his God, having learned his lesson. That is their idea. 
His solution is death. he would rather face it than participate in a process that would possibly 
spare Nineveh. He would even die so that the sailors might be spared, but would not preach so 
that Nineveh might be. The contrast. Is evident in the way the story is told. The sailors are 
willing to do whatever Yahweh wants, as soon as they can find it out. Jonah already knows 
exactly what Yahweh wants, but tries to escape it. He would rather live in exile, or even die, than 
bring favor to the Assyrians. What God wants, Jonah cannot stand to be a part of.


