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LEADER’S GUIDE

God’s Call, Our Dreams

A Study of the Book of Jonah

Session Objectives:

· Developing positive relationships within your small group

· Presenting the overall theme of the series: the Word of God does make a difference in our faith and life and deserves our study and reflection

· The story of Jonah reminds us that God’s call does not always match our dreams and desires. What we discover, however, is that the goodness and graciousness of God which extends to all people are the central element in our life and the practice of our own vocation.

For Your Information:

I encourage you to try to read Jonah as a “parable” and not get caught up in the concerns about whether Jonah was ‘really’ swallowed by a fish and what kind of fish it was and whether a person can live in a fish for three days… The story really is most interested in helping us realize what kind of God our God is by engaging us in an examination of our own desires and preconceptions.

For Your Consideration:

1) It is impossible, of course, to get away from the presence of the Lord, and Jonah’s confession in 1.9 that God is “the Lord, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land” is an acknowledgment that all creation is under God’s control. Tarshish was probably an attractive destination for Jonah only because it was the farthest away in the opposite direction from where he was supposed to be going. Perhaps this story shows, however, that though we cannot ever escape God’s presence, we can try to remove our presence from God. The result is only tragedy.

2) Jonah appears to be willing to die rather than admit he was wrong and submit to God’s will! Such stubbornness appears ridiculous, except that it happens so often. Again, the story is encouraging us to think more than it is giving simple answers. Yes, in an ultimate sense, disobedience to God deserves the death penalty. It is the penalty under which all of us stand. But no, a death penalty does not seem commensurate punishment for what is still an ambiguous disobedience.

3) It does indeed appear that these pagan sailors have turned into worshippers of the one true God. The only message that Jonah spoke to them was in 1.9: “I worship the Lord, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.” Note that their conversion is actually asserted in 1.10. The calming of the storm after throwing Jonah overboard only confirms that they have already acknowledged the Lord to whom they prayed.

4) As indicated in the notes on 1.17, the word “swallow up” has quite negative connotations that would suggest this is intended as a punishment and judgment of Jonah. Yet we also must note that this judgment is also the vehicle of his deliverance. Our prison system supposedly strives for rehabilitation, and, in Jonah’s case at least, this is what happens. His punishment will bring him to his senses and set him back on his feet.

5) Jonah does not ever express regret or confess his disobedience. He does tell how much he wants to worship God in the Temple, but he is supposed to be going to Nineveh, not Jerusalem. He condemns pagans, but we have already seen how the pagan sailors were converted and ended up praying to God, offering sacrifices, and making vows. Jonah certainly does not seem in any way superior to them. In fact, you might read through Jonah’s prayer and circle every time he says, “I.” You quickly will note that it is an extremely self-centered prayer. The point here is that Jonah has not yet fully reconciled himself to God’s plan for him, something that becomes even clearer in chapter 4. His prayer is going to be answered, but Jonah does not yet fully perceive that it is going to be answered according to God’s will for him and not his dreams for himself. This prayer, however, is part of the process of discerning God’s will.

6) We continue to see Jonah’s reluctance to fully obey God. Instead of going throughout the city or even all the way to the center, he just goes part way and delivers his brief message. This little detail also continues another theme in the book of Jonah regarding Jonah’s stubbornness and narrow view of God in contrast to the pagan sailors and the Ninevites openness to experiencing God’s graciousness.

7) Jonah’s message to the Ninevites is quite brief and blunt: “Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown.” In theological terms, this is pure Law and no Gospel, all threat and no hope. It is probably unwise to psychologize further the mind and heart of the Ninevites, because the story wants to express the eagerness of these non-Jewish peoples to embrace the one true God. On a personal level for us today, it is possible to examine ourselves and reflect on what drives us to repentance. There may be times when the Law does its job of convicting us, of bringing to realization the guilt and sin we try to ignore. At other times, however, the amazing, undeserved grace of God may be the message that causes us to repent and be reconciled with God again.

8) Jonah was quite upset that God changed his mind about destroying Nineveh, and the reason for Jonah’s disobedience is now made explicitly clear. He did not want them to be spared. In effect, Jonah knows that it is just like God to become softhearted and forgive the people. We often tend to think of God in terms of being immutable (unchanging), but we really should be grateful that God is consistent in regularly changing his mind and forgiving sinners.

9) This question continues the issue raised in the previous question. Jonah is upset, but what he does not yet seem to recognize is the incredible mercy and forbearance God has shown toward him. If God was completely and unchangeably just, Jonah would be at the bottom of the sea, and Nineveh would be a desolation. As it is, Jonah lives, and the people—and animals!—of Nineveh survive. I suspect that we today tend to think that we want a world ordered entirely by justice, especially when we think of ourselves as the ‘good guys’ needing protection against and restrictions for the ‘bad guys.’ We certainly do not want a world characterized by injustice, but with a God like ours, we are always challenged to seek justice and show mercy.

10) Considering by and for whom this story was written, the ‘good guys’ are Jonah and the Israelites. The ‘bad guys’ are the pagan sailors and Israel’s enemy, the Ninevites. From this perspective the story is quite a disturbing one that challenges Israel’s self-perception, its assessment of Gentiles, and its belief in God. From our modern, Gentile perspective, this story is great news reminding us of God’s forgiveness and care even for people like us!

11) The story is really left hanging at the end. Now what? What will Jonah do next? Will he recognize God’s mercy and return to Jerusalem to offer the worship and sacrifice he had promised in chapter 2? Or does he become a sullen, angry old man, incapable of celebrating the goodness of God? How you react to the story will also be indicative of what you will do as well.
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