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A Laypersons Guide on How to Study the Prophets / 
How to Study the Bible

• Look at Scripture apologetically (1 Peter 3:15) – But sanctify the Lord God in 

your hearts, and always be ready to give a defense to everyone who asks you 

a reason for the hope that is in you, with meekness and fear (NIV)

some people don’t believe because of “that whole whale thing” – So let’s address that

• Examine prophecies made, prophecies fulfilled – There are hundreds!

• Look introspectively at how the passages apply to you – How are these 

ancient texts relevant?

• Understand the history of the time of the prophet – “Signs of the Times”… 

Study maps, pictures, visit Israel, the Mediterranean, and Near East countries

• Find Christ in the message



DISCLAIMER: Not your kids’ Bible story…



Timeline

ISRAEL



Outline of Today’s Study - All scripture verses ESV unless otherwise noted

• Jonah the Prophet and the Book – Fast Facts

• Signs of the Times – What was going on at that time?

• Israel, Judah, and Nineveh – Maps and Images

• Key Themes of Jonah

• Genre / Hermeneutics of Jonah

• Outline of Book of Jonah

• Jonah’s Rebellion

• Jonah’s Resurrection

• Nineveh’s Repentance

• Jonah’s Resentment

• Someone Greater Than Jonah Is Here – Who might that be?

• Can a ‘Fish’ Swallow a Man?

• Michelangelo's Painting



Jonah the Prophet and the Book - Fast Facts

• His name means 'dove’

• Son of Amittai (“son of my faithfulness”), from Gath Hepher in the Galilee region

• Most effective of all prophets: persuaded entire population of Nineveh (120k) to 

turn to God. Imagine all of Denton or Abilene or Beaumont??

• Only prophet in OT to completely minister on foreign soil

• According to Matthew and Luke, only prophet that Jesus likened to Himself 

• In addition to the Matthew and Luke citations, Jonah the prophet is mentioned in 

2 Kings 14:25

• Takes place during a time of remarkable peace, prosperity, growth, and

expansion for the northern kingdom

• Author unknown but written between 8th and 3rd centuries BC.



Signs of the Times
In the half-century during which the prophet Jonah ministered (800-750 B.C.)…

• King Jeroboam II (793-753), Northern Kingdom’s most successful monarch, restored 

Israel’s traditional borders ending ~100 years of sporadic conflict between Israel & 

Damascus

• Jonah prophesied in 2 Kings 14:25 the restoration that Jeroboam accomplished 

• Jeroboam, in God's good providence, capitalized on Assyria's defeat of Damascus, 

but Assyria remained the real threat from the north at this time 

• Soon after Israel had triumphed, she began to gloat over her newfound power and 

focused on expectations of "day of the Lord", when God's darkness would engulf 

other nations, leaving Israel to bask in His light…

• Consequently, Lord sent Amos and Hosea to announce he would "spare them no 

longer" but would send them into exile "beyond Damascus" to Assyria. 



Middle East at Time of Jonah



Israel and Judah During Reigns of Jeroboam II and Uzziah

Jonah is from 

Gath-Hepher 

in the Galilee 

region



Jonah’s “Travels” and the Assyrian Empire



Nineveh    Nīnewēh - Nineuḗ - Ninawa - Ninuwā - Ninive - Ninua - Ninii

• Located on eastern bank of Tigris   

River at present day Mosul, Iraq

~220 miles north of Baghdad

• Largest city in the world for ~50                  

years until the year 612 BC 

• Fell to Babylonians in 612 BC

• Capital of Neo-Assyrian Empire*  

(~701 BC) 

• Original meaning of name unclear

(a patron goddess?)

• Originally built by Nimrod, great

-grandson of Noah (Genesis 10:11)

A walled city, trapezoidal in shape, with a total perimeter 

of about 7.5 miles. The longest distance across the city 

was about 2.75 miles.

*Succeeding the Old Assyrian Empire and the Middle Assyrian Empire of the Late Bronze Age



Sir Austen Henry Layard of The Black Obelisk fame 
Excavations of 1845-1854

Assyrian Empire 

(1420-609 B.C.)



Nineveh Today

Omar Siddeeq Yousif

https://commons.wikimed

ia.org/w/index.php?curid

=64627133

The Gate of Watering Places (Mashki Gate) built in the 7th century B.C.

during reign of Assyrian King Sennacherib



Nineveh Today

The Gate of God (Adad Gate) after ISIS destruction 2016 



Ruins of the Tomb of Jonah (Mosul, Iraq)

Nineveh Today



Impalement of Judeans 
by Assyrian soldiers

“Grisly Assyrian Record of Torture and 
Death” By Erika Belibtreu

Editor, H. S. (2002;2002). BAR 17:01 (Jan/Feb 
1991). 
Biblical Archaeology Society. Neo-Assyrian relief 

British Museum



Key Themes of Jonah

• God’s compassion is boundless, not limited just to “us” but also available 

for “them”

• God’s sovereign control over events on the earth

• God’s determination to get his message to the nations

• Need for repentance from self-centeredness and hypocrisy in particular

• The full assurance that God will relent when people repent



Genre / Hermeneutics of Jonah

1. ALLEGORY – Jonah is a symbol of Israel in its refusal to carry out God’s 

mission to the nations. Refuted by fact that Jonah clearly presented as 

historical and non-fictional figure in Jonah and 2 Kings.

2. PARABLE – Teaching believers not to be like Jonah. Parables, however, 

are typically simple tales that make a single point, whereas the book of 

Jonah is quite complex and teaches a multiplicity of themes.

3. PROPHETIC NARRATIVE – Jonah should be understood as historical and 

prophetic. Story centers on specific figure and written as historical 

composition. Jewish tradition regarded the narrative as history and Christ’s 

allusions to the story lend further support to its historicity.



Outline of Jonah

Jonah Flees His Mission (chs. 1 - 2)
Jonah's Commission and Flight (1:1-3)
The Endangered Sailors' Cry to Their Gods (1:4-6)
Jonah's Disobedience Exposed (1:7-10)
Jonah's Punishment and Deliverance (1:11 - 2:1; 2:10)
His Prayer of Thanksgiving (2:2-9)

OUR PRIMARY FOCUS FOR TODAY…

Jonah Reluctantly Fulfills His Mission (chs. 3 - 4)
Jonah's Renewed Commission and Obedience (3:1-4)
The Endangered Ninevites' Repentant Appeal to the Lord (3:5-9)
The Ninevites' Repentance Acknowledged (3:10; 4:4)
Jonah's Deliverance and Rebuke (4:5-11)



Jonah’s Rebellion

Now the word of the LORD came to Jonah the son of Amittai, saying, “Arise, go 

to Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it, for their evil has come up before 

me.” But Jonah rose 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, away from the presence of the LORD.  (Jonah 1:1-3)

• Jonah’s Folly…and ours too: Jeremiah 23:24 - “Can a man hide himself in secret 

places so that I cannot see him? declares the Lord. Do I not fill heaven and earth? 

declares the Lord.” …Also see Jeremiah 16:17 and Isaiah 29:15

• This popular but reluctant prophet resisted call to preach to the Ninevites due to 

national pride and resentment for the brutal pagan society of the Assyrians

• APPLICATION ALERT: The Us and Them Effect - Spiritual smugness of some 

Christians toward those not on the same theological page or just pride, prejudice, 

inconvenience, fear, nervousness, or simply ignoring God’s call. 



Jonah 1:4

“Jonah and the Whale”

Carlos Antonio Tavella

1668-1738



Jonah 1:5



Jonah 1:4-5



Jonah 1:7



Jonah 1:15a



Jonah 1:15b



Jonah 1:16



Jonah 1:17a



Jonah 1:17b



Jonah’s Resurrection

Jonah prays in the form of a thanksgiving psalm (Jonah 2:1-9)…

And the LORD spoke to the fish, and it vomited Jonah out upon the dry land. (2:10)

Notable:

• Jonah came up from the belly of Sheol (Jonah 2:2) – a place and state of

consciousness after death – he was saved!

• Impact on Jonah uncertain as his prayer does not include confession of sin –

hence vomited out…



Pieter Lastman

Oil on oak

1621

Amsterdam

Jonah 2:10



Nineveh’s Repentance

Okay Jonah, let’s see if we can try that again (3:1-2)...

• Well…if I have to…but he only proffered 8 words (5 in Hebrew) closer to the 

outskirts (not city center??) of the city, just 1 day in of a 3-day city breadth: 

And called out, “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” (Jonah 3:4b)   

…And the people of Nineveh believed God. (Jonah 3:5)…BIG TIME! 

• Proclamation by “King” (Governor) – Man, Beast, Fasting, Sackcloth, Ashes!

• When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil way, God relented 

of the disaster that he had said he would do to them, and he did not do it. 

(Jonah 3:10)



Jonah 3:3



Jonah Goes to Nineveh – 670 Miles…About a fortnight!

At 20 minutes per mile on 

foot, it would take a 

person a minimum of 7-9 

days to traverse 670 miles 

on a level terrain/road

Nineveh itself was 

“…three days’ journey in 

breadth.” (v 3:3) referring 

to the larger metro area



Jonah 3:4

“Jonah Preaching to 

the Ninevites” 

illustrations for La 

Grande Bible de Tours 

(1866) 

Wood engraving

by Gustave Doré



Nineveh’s Repentance (cont.)

Notable:  

• Jonah “preached” 5 words and 120,000+ people profoundly believed! Most effective         

evangelist ever?

• Jonah became a “sign” to the people of Nineveh (Luke 11:30)

• Ninevites each turned from their evil way (Jonah 3:10), whereas the Israelites did not 

and fell to the Assyrians

• 3 instances of salvation by God so far: Pagan Sailors, Jonah, and the Ninevites – all

cried out

APPLICATION ALERT: An apathetic prophet or a poor presentation does not hinder

God’s miracle of salvation. God can use us regardless of our emotional or mental state.

APPLICATION ALERT: Wicked people can be moved to repent and God’s mercy is

available to anyone who believes, even those with blood on their hands like the Ninevites.



Jonah’s Resentment

But it displeased Jonah exceedingly*, and he was angry. And he prayed to the LORD and 

said, “O LORD, is not this what I said when I was yet in my country? That is why I made 

haste to flee to Tarshish; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to 

anger and abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from disaster. Therefore now, O 

LORD, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live.”  (Jonah 4:1-3)

*Hebrew: To Jonah it was exceedingly evil as a great wrong

• Character Study in Anger, Bitterness, Selfishness, Apathy, Arrogance, Ungratefulness

• Conviction Time: And the LORD said, “Do you do well to be angry?” (Jonah 4:4)

• So Jonah does his obligation and then…

“… went out of the city and sat to the east of the city and made a booth for himself there. 

He sat under it in the shade, till he should see what would become of the city. (Jonah 4:5)



Jonah’s Resentment (cont.)

SPOILER ALERT: Worm vs. Plant is really about Plant vs. People (Ninevites)

6 Now the LORD God appointed a plant and made 

it come up over Jonah, that it might be a shade 

over his head, to save him from his 

discomfort. So Jonah was exceedingly glad 

because of the plant. 7 But when dawn came up 

the next day, God appointed a worm that attacked 

the plant, so that it withered. 8 When the sun rose, 

God appointed a scorching east wind, and the 

sun beat down on the head of Jonah so that 

he was faint. And he asked that he might die and 

said, “It is better for me to die than to live.”  

Jonah 4:6-8



Well, I lay my head on the railroad 

track

Waiting on the double E

But the train don't run by here no 

more

Poor, poor pitiful me 

Poor, poor pitiful me

Linda Ronstadt - Poor Poor Pitiful Me (1978)

Jonah’s Resentment (cont.)



Jonah’s Resentment (cont.)

• But what about all that cattle Jonah?? 

But God said to Jonah, “Do you do well to be angry for the plant?” And he said, 

“Yes, I do well to be angry, angry enough to die.” And the Lord said, “You pity the 

plant, for which you did not labor, nor did you make it grow, which came into being 

in a night and perished in a night. And should not I pity Nineveh, that great city, in 

which there are more than 120,000 persons who do not know their right hand from 

their left, and also much cattle?” (Jonah 4:9-11)

• Finally Jonah expresses concern over something perishing…but ironically it’s a 
plant, not the 120,000+ people who do not know “their right hand from their left”!

• Readers of Jonah (his contemporaries and all those until NT times) are left with 
Verse 11 to chew on and perhaps to put spotlight on their need for a greater 
prophet…a prophet greater than Jonah…



Someone Greater Than Jonah Is Here!

Jonah’s the only prophet that Jesus chose to directly compare himself to in 

terms of events that befell them both:

But he answered them, “An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, 

but no sign will be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. For just 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 at the judgment with this generation and condemn it, 

for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater 

than Jonah is here. (Matthew 12:39-41 ESV)

Jesus establishes his preeminence and absolute authority over death!

PRAYER:  Lord, please make me less like Jonah and more like Jesus…



UPSHOT of Jonah: Salvation Belongs to the Lord

Jonah’s resurrection from the pit of the fish led to his reluctant “ministry” that 
saved over 120,000 souls and much livestock by God’s mercy and grace

Contrast that with…

Jesus’ resurrection from the grave, upon his willing sacrifice, which led--and 
continues to lead--to the salvation of countless human souls until his return!

“…But I with the voice of thanksgiving will sacrifice to you;

what I have vowed I will pay. 

Salvation belongs to the Lord!”  (Jonah 2:9)



Can a ‘Fish’ Swallow a Man?
A plausibility study

1. Are there "great fish" large enough to swallow a man whole?

Modern animal classification systems weren’t in use at time of Jonah so any 

aquatic creature could be referred to as a "fish." There are whales (blue and 

sperm) and even sharks (great white and whale sharks) that can swallow a man 

whole. Sperm whales don’t have to chew their food, so Jonah could have been 

swallowed whole. Two marine scientists from Sea World in San Diego 

hypothesize that it was a great white shark that probably swallowed Jonah. *

2. Could someone survive three days and three nights in a whale’s belly and what 

about the digestive juices?

3. What about other accounts?

Stories that have been around for over 100 years about whales swallowing men 

whole. Perhaps the most famous is the story of James Bartley, a whaler on the 

vessel Star of the East, who reportedly was swallowed by a whale and survived.



So, can a ‘Fish’ Swallow a Man?  This guy might could…

Blue whale – up to 98 feet long, 12 feet wide, and weighing up to 190 tons!!





The DaVinci

Michelangelo

Fishing Code?

The cold waters of the 

Mediterranean not known to be 

habitat for any tarpon…



Yes I went to Florida 
and fished for tarpons! 
I’m entitled to 2 weeks 
vacation, Your Holiness!
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Next Week (Feb 24):  MICAH

See you in court!



Westminster Shorter Catechism

Q.  What is the chief end of man?

A.   Man's chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him forever.


