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The Biblical story of Jonah is familiar to us. It is a favourite Sunday school lesson, and we have probably all heard sermons on Jonah too. Jesus also makes reference to Jonah in Matthew 12:39-41: Jesus compares His own death, burial and subsequent resurrection to Jonah’s three days and nights in the belly of the great fish, and He says that this is a sign to the generation of His hearers.

This comparison between Jonah and Jesus - Jonah is a type or picture of Jesus Christ - has been a frequent source of meditation and reflection throughout the history of the church as illustrated below:
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In this mini-bible study, based on a talk by James Jordan (which can be downloaded free from www.wordmp3.com) we will explore this connection, as well as connections with other Biblical passages more closely.

The story of Jonah occupies four chapters which comprise the Book of Jonah in the Old Testament. Briefly, Jonah is told by God, by Yahweh, to preach repentance to the Ninevehites - Nineveh being the capital of Assyria. Jonah flees on a ship sailing from Joppa to Tarshish (probably in Spain). A storm arises and the sailors awaken the sleeping Jonah. Jonah tells the sailors about Yahweh, and that they will only be saved by throwing Jonah overboard which they do, and the storm ceases. Jonah is swallowed by a big fish which God has appointed, and after three days and nights is vomited up on dry land. Jonah then goes and preaches to the Ninevehites who repent. Jonah then enigmatically asks to die, and retires to a place outside the city to await developments. God appoints a plant to shelter Jonah, but then causes a worm to attack the plant and cause it to wither. Then God causes the sun to beat down on Jonah and brings a scorching wind. Jonah again wishes to die, but God asks Jonah whether he is right to care so much about the plant which has withered, yet disagree concerning God’s care for the thousands of Ninevehites and their cattle. The book ends abruptly at this point.


There are some very good and encouraging things to be learned from this story. First, Jonah really is a “type” of Christ, except that Christ, unlike Jonah, was perfectly obedient to God. Also, when Jonah was cast into the sea, this was a sort of substitutionary “death” since the sailors’ lives were saved because Jonah was thrown overboard and they came to believe in and worship the true God as a result. Furthermore Jonah relates his experience as being a sort of death since he describes his time in the fish as being in Sheol (the abode of the dead) (Jon. 2:2). We learn about God’s great love – even for wicked Gentiles and we can also learn about God’s gracious and providential care for us and how he orders our circumstances both to keep us safe and to teach us more about His ways.

However, there are some further interesting features to this story:
1) Some Background Information
Jonah is also mentioned in 2 Kings 14:25. His ministry seems to have been in the Northern Kingdom of Israel during the long reign of the wicked king Jeroboam II. As a prophet of the Lord, Jonah would have known of God’s words towards the end of Deuteronomy about God casting off His people if they persisted in disobedience. In particular, Deut. 32:20-21 speaks of God casting off his people and choosing another nation to provoke Israel to jealousy, just as they made God jealous with their idols. (Much later in Romans, Paul uses these very verses in his explanation of God’s inclusion of the Gentiles into His kingdom, but that is jumping ahead in our story.) This goes in large measure to explain Jonah’s reluctance to preach to the Ninevehites: he would see their conversion as corresponding to God’s final rejection of wicked Israel, which Jonah, despite Israel’s wickedness, did not want. So, here too, Jonah is a substitutionary “type” of Christ since, he was trying to save his own wicked generation of Israelites from the wrath of God. (This explanation is found in the excellent commentary on Jonah by the 19th Century Scottish theologian Patrick Fairbairn. This commentary is available free at Google books on the Internet.)

However, God’s purposes were much greater in scope and much more gracious than Jonah initially realised, and the events of the book are about these greater purposes.
2) Jonah the Dove

The name Jonah means “dove”, and this links Jonah to Noah’s ark and the flood. God prepared a great fish to save Jonah from the deathly waters just as He earlier saved Noah and his family and all the animals. 

In Biblical symbols, the land represents Israel and the sea the Gentiles. Jonah had fled from the Lord and from the land, and found himself in the “Gentile” sea. He discovered, as we read in Jonah’s prayer in ch. 2, that God was to be found here also – that he could not flee from God’s care and His presence. This event shows that God’s purposes included the Gentiles, and that the great fish corresponded to Nineveh the great city (Jon 1:2). God was providentially causing Jonah to enact personally what would subsequently happen to the Northern tribes of Israel. Yes, they, like Jonah, were disobedient, and as a result would have to leave the land and go into exile amongst the Assyrian Gentiles. This would seem to be a fearful prospect, but God’s gracious purpose was that Israel would be looked after during their time in exile just as Jonah was looked after in the sea by the great fish. The protective “fish” for Israel was Assyria, and the reason they would be protective it that, because of Jonah’s preaching the Assyrians would come to believe in Israel’s God – the one true God – and so would be favourably disposed towards God’s people when they went into Exile in Assyria.


In the same way, Jesus has gone before us, in his death and resurrection and prepared the way, so that we will be saved.

3) Sackcloth and Ashes

As we know, Jonah then preached at Nineveh, and the Ninevehites repented. Everyone, from the king downwards, repented in sackcloth and the king sat in ashes. In Ch. 3 we read that even the beasts were to be covered in sackcloth, and everyone (including the beasts) were to cry to God! Sackcloth refers to the material in which dead bodies were wrapped, and ashes speak of destructive fire. So we could say that in a sense the Ninevehites really were destroyed: – they symbolically went into voluntary death and resurrection to new life trusting in God. The concern for the animals also links back to Noah and the saving of animals as well as people in the ark.

There is much more to say about the events in this wonderful Old Testament book. The “gourd” which sheltered Jonah towards the end of the book and which was subsequently destroyed was another lesson for Jonah about the protective function that the Ninehevites would have for Israel, as well as showing God’s love and compassion to Gentiles as well as to Israel.

The Israelites did go into exile as foreshadowed by Jonah, and later, the southern tribe of Judah would follow them. Once again, God prepared the way for this second exile under the Babylonians through the influence of Daniel and others who had gone into exile earlier, and through the conversion of King Nebuchadnezzar. The Babylonians inherited the kingdom of Assyria, and with it, the earlier Israelite exiles, and both groups, or their descendents, would have participated in the subsequent return from exile to Jerusalem under King Cyrus of Persia.
4) Simon bar Jona

With this background we can follow the “Jonah” theme into the New Testament, and see further significance in Jesus’ “sign” of the prophet Jonah to his own generation. It was that the Jerusalem of Jesus’ day, and the nation as a whole, was under God’s judgement and that it, like the nation of Israel at the time of Jonah, would soon come to an end, but that Jesus Himself was providing a way of escape – an exile - but that way would open up salvation to the Gentiles as well.

Jesus calls Peter Simon “Bar-Jona” – Simon the son of Jonah. Peter, like Jonah, nearly drowns at one point, and significantly, in Acts, he also went to Joppa where God showed him through a vision of animals (again!) and through the conversion of the Roman centurion Cornelius that salvation in Christ and the receiving of the Holy Spirit were open to Gentiles too.
5) Paul, Apostle to the Gentiles

We cannot leave this brief study without reference to that other great seafaring Apostle, Paul of Tarsus. When Paul goes on his missionary journeys to the Gentiles, he also crosses the seas. Like Jonah, he also was caught in a storm, an exciting adventure which we read about in Acts 27. The similarity between Paul and Jonah doesn’t end there however. We have seen that Jonah was a great prophet who was prepared to perish for the sake of Israel. This throws light on Paul’s statements in Romans Chs. 9, 10 and 11 concerning his relationship to his own kinsmen according to the flesh. He says, astonishingly, in Rom. 9:3 that he could wish himself cut off from Christ for their sake. However, he is following Jonah’s example in this! Furthermore, God’s way is a deep mystery – it is a “both-and”, not an “either-or” situation! Paul sees that God, in Christ, is using the Gentile believers in exactly the same way as is described in Deuteronomy 32 - namely to provoke Israel to jealousy (see Rom. 10:19) - but with this important distinction: now, not to cast Israel off, but so that they will be provoked to Godly jealousy and also believe. So all Israel – the new Israel in Christ made up of both Jewish and Gentile believers - will be saved. Paul understood this lesson – the one foreshadowed by Jonah – and was so amazed by God’s love and His wise and mysterious ways that he could say (Rom 11:32-33):
“For God has consigned all men to disobedience that He may have mercy on all. Oh the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgements . . .!”

Jonah and Nineveh
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Here is a reproduction of a picture (which in real life is actually very small – less than 3” by 2”) painted by the Flemish artist Lieven van Lathem around 1470 as an illustration for a book of hours. 





Before a deep, receding landscape background, Jesus' followers, including two richly clad gentlemen, Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus, place his limp body in a sarcophagus. Kneeling, Mary Magdalen reverently leans over to kiss Jesus' hand. On the other side of the sarcophagus, the Virgin Mary and Saint John the Evangelist also mourn. Expanding the meaning of the central scene, the artist included in the border on the lower left the Old Testament episode of Jonah swallowed by the great fish. This episode which was understood as a pre-figuration of Jesus' Entombment; just as Christ rose after three days in the tomb, Jonah emerged unharmed after three days in the belly of the fish. Below is an enlargement of the Jonah illustration:
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