


THE JOURNEY OF JONAH
‘Shall I not have compassion on that great city’ – (Jonah 4v11)

The book of Jonah is the remarkable true story of one man’s reluctance to trust and obey the 

call of a faithful God who is always committed to his people and purpose.    

Sent to the great city of Nineveh to declare hope to God’s enemies, Jonah’s stubbornness and 

self-righteousness will stop at nothing to avoid responsibility and thwart God’s plan.  The book 

contains only fifty-eight verses, but those few verses include a storm at sea, the conversion of 

pagan sailors, a miraculous rescue, revival amongst Israel’s long standing enemy and a look at 

one of God’s most infamous prophets. 

The narrative’s rich imagery and sudden twists and turns take us on a journey of discovery and 

adventure.  Along the way we will come face to face with the height of God’s love and power 

and the depth of human idolatry and religion.  

The story not only sheds light on our own hearts and culture, but also foreshadows the greater 

Jonah – Jesus.  

This booklet is a short guide to assist us as we set sail over the coming weeks.  In it you will find 

information about:

- Jonah: A Small Man 

- Nineveh: A Great City 

- Yahweh: A Great God 

- Biblical Themes 

- The Big Fish: Fact or Fiction

- The Journey of Jonah: Teaching Schedule

- Teaching Notes (including Bible Reading)

- About City on a Hill

On behalf of the pastors and leaders at City on a Hill, thank you for your partnership in the 

gospel.  We trust ‘The Journey of Jonah’ will be an exciting and transforming series for you, 

your friends and indeed our great city. 

In Christ, 

Guy Mason 
(Pastor – City on a Hill)
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NINEVEH A GREAT CITY

The city sat on the east bank of the Tigris River about 354 kms north of present day Baghdad 

and over 805 kilometers northeast of Israel. Around 1000 BC the Assyrian empire enjoyed a 

great revival and Nineveh became a royal city. The size of the city was approximately 1850 

acres.      

At the time of the narrative of Jonah (eight century B.C), Nineveh is the leading city in Assyria. 

Large, populous, well fortified, she had become the greatest world power of that day and the 

most disturbing long-term threat to Israel’s security and survival. Moreover, Nineveh is the 

reigning ‘sin city.’ As we read in the second verse of the first chapter ‘their evil’ has come up 

before the Lord. 

YAHWEH A GREAT GOD

The real hero of the story is not Jonah, the sailors, the people of Nineveh or even the big fish. 

The real hero is the Lord.

It is the word of ‘The Lord’ that comes to Jonah, and it will be the Lord who will see it come to 

pass. He is the Lord who has hope for Nineveh.  It is the Lord who sends Jonah. It is the Lord 

who will pursue Jonah. It is the Lord who will uncover his sin. It is the Lord who will save Jonah. 

It is the Lord who will use Jonah to change a city. It is the Lord who will teach Jonah. It is the 

Lord who will use this journey for Jonah’s good and his glory. It is the Lord who has sent the 

new and better Jonah – Jesus Christ.  

3.

JONAH A SMALL MAN

This book is different from the other prophetic books in that, far from focusing on Jonah’s 

message, it focuses on the prophet himself and his reluctance to carry out his newest 

assignment from God.

Jonah is from Gath-hepher (2 Kings 14:25), which is a town in Galilee less than five kilometers 

form Nazareth.  He is also the son of Amittai (Jonah 1v1). His name means “dove” symbolic in 

Israel for something silly and senseless (see Hosea 7:11); Jonah will sadly be true to his name.  

We first meet Jonah in 2 Kings. We read that Jonah experienced a rare treat for a Hebrew 

prophet: he foretold something good for the nation of Israel, then saw it quickly happen - all of 

which intensified Jonah’s sense of national and spiritual pride as a son of Israel. This is exposed 

throughout the book of Jonah as he seeks to run from God and the call to bring his word to 

Nineveh.     

Despite his stubbornness and self-pride, there is much to love about Jonah. This is because we 

can relate to his struggles. 

In Jewish tradition, Jonah, together with the final three verses of Micah, forms part of the ritual 

on the Day of Atonement when Jews in repentance confess their sins to God.  In response to 

the reading of the book of Jonah the people reply, ‘We are Jonah’. The truth is, we are Jonah. 

Jonah receives the Word of the Lord; we have the Word of the Lord. Jonah is called to a great 

city; we are called to a great city. Jonah runs; we run.   Jonah’s sin affects others; our sin affects 

others. God uncovers Jonah’s sin; God will uncover our sin. Jonah knows a lot about God, but 

doesn’t truly believe what he knows. Often, we know about God but don’t truly believe it. 

Jonah’s repentance begins with confession – just as our repentance begins with confession. 

God pursues Jonah for His purposes and Jonah’s good; God pursues us for His purposes and 

our good.  Learning to identify with him is the key to the meaning of his story.  

Whilst we can identify with the life and struggles of Jonah, we can also take great joy in 

knowing that there has come a new and greater Jonah in Jesus Christ.  Jesus came to this 

world as God’s ultimate messenger. Jesus not only came into the world to preach the gospel, 

but that there might be a gospel to preach. He is the preacher, and the message preached. As 

Jonah voluntarily gave himself up (Jonah 2:2,3) so Christ became obedient unto death, even the 

death of the cross. Jonah deserved death for His disobedience; Jesus was delivered up for our 

offenses, but did not deserve to die.   

Jesus Christ said in Matt. 12:40, “For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the whale’s 

belly; so shall the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.”

And as God delivered Jonah from the big fish, so too was Jesus triumphant over the grave.  

Jesus rose on the third day to proclaim the saving message to lost people.

It’s important to note that it’s likely Jonah wrote this book.  This causes many to believe that he 

recorded his story as an act of repentance, fully describing all his faults and God’s great grace 

amidst them – evidence that, eventually, he had God’s glory in mind, not his own.

2.



5.

BIBLICAL THEMES
The City and Urban Mission 

In the final chapter the Lord leaves Jonah, ‘Should I not pity Nineveh, that great city, in which 

there are more than 120,000 persons who do not know their right hand from their left?’ (4v11). 

Jonah had great disdain for Nineveh. He despised their violence. He despised their irreligion.  He 

despised their culture. He despised their evil. And yet, God loved them. He pursued them and 

demonstrates to Jonah (and us) his great love for the city. 

Cities have always played an important part in God’s world. In the first book of the bible 

(Genesis) God tells Adam and Eve to ‘have dominion’ and ‘fill the earth.’  Here we see God 

directing them to build a God-honoring civilization.  They are to bring forth the riches that God 

put into creation by developing science, art, architecture, and human society.  Interestingly, we 

see in the last book of the bible (Revelation) we discover that the apex of God’s redemption is a 

city – the New Jerusalem.

Meredith Kline writes, “since Revelation reveals that the ‘end’ of creation (the climax of the work 

of the ‘Second Adam’ Jesus Christ) is a city - that therefore God was calling Adam and Eve to 

be city builders. City building is an ordinance of God just like work and marriage. And indeed, 

cities draw together human talent and resources and tap the human potential for cultural 

development as nothing else does.”

Tim Keller writes, ‘God made the city to be a developmental tool, a form of cultural ‘gardening’, 

designed to draw out the riches he put into the earth, nature and the human soul at creation. ‘

Sin, however, undermines this work and breaks the city. Instead of building a city of God, we 

have – as the famous early Christian theologian Augustine taught – sought ‘the city of man’

In the opening chapter of Jonah we discover the great city of Nineveh is not the city of God, 

but the city of man. Instead of being a place of refuge and safety, it was marked by violence 

and destruction. Instead of worshiping and trusting the Lord of heaven and earth it was littered 

with false gods and idols. Instead of being a place of spiritual discovery and life, it had become 

a hiding place from God and his word. Instead of using its resources, power and might to serve 

the world, it became defiant, arrogant and destructive. Instead of making art, and developing 

technology and business for the glory of God it used them as an end in and of itself.  

God could have rejected the city - but instead, He chose to redeem it. He did this by sending 

the prophet Jonah to declare his message and offer forgiveness, grace and a second chance.  

Though Jonah is overwhelmed with prejudice and animosity against the city, God’s love prevails 

–God will not run from the city. 
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This presents a great challenge and opportunity for us today. Melbourne is soon to be the 

largest city in Australia and more and more people are moving into the city. How will we 

respond to the city? Will we - like Jonah - run from the city, and in so doing reject her and God? 

Or will we join Jesus in his mission to redeem the city - to help her to be all that Jesus intended 

her to be? 

In an article written for the Lausanne conference in South Africa, Tim Keller shares some 

reasons why urban ministry is so important and effective for us today.     

i. Cities are culturally crucial. In the village, someone might win its one or two lawyers to Christ, 

but winning the legal profession requires going to the city with the law schools, the law journal 

publishers, and so on. 

ii. Cities are globally crucial. In the village, someone can win only the single people group 

living there, but spreading the gospel to ten or twenty new national groups/languages at once 

requires going to the city, where they can all be reached through the one lingua franca of the 

place. 

iii. Cities are personally crucial. By this I mean that cities are disturbing places. The countryside 

and the village are marked by stability and residents are more set in their ways. Because of the 

diversity and intensity of the cities, urbanites are much more open to new ideas—such as the 

gospel! Because they are surrounded by so many people like and unlike themselves, and are 

so much more mobile, urbanites are far more open to change/conversion than any other kind 

of resident. Regardless of why they may have moved to the city, once they arrive there the 

pressure and diversity make even the most traditional and hostile people open to the gospel.

By year 300 AD, 50% of the urban populations of the Roman empire were Christian, while 

over 90% of the countryside was still pagan. (Note: Some believe that the very word ‘pagan’ 

comes from the Greek paganus meaning a farmer or man of the country) Because Christianity 

captured the cities, it eventually captured the society, as must always be the case. What 

captivates the cities also captivates the arts, media, scholarship and the professions. Cities are 

the ‘culture-forming wombs’ of the society, made by God to be so.



7.

Religion and Irreligion

In the book of Jonah we see that there are two ways to run from God. The pagan sailors 

represent the first way; they worshiped false Gods and are therefore unrighteous. They are like 

the people Paul speaks about it Romans 1. They live according to the world’s standards.  They 

are disconnected from God’s ways and live however they want. In the New Testament they 

are the ‘prodigal son’ who has no regard for the father and squander their life away on booze, 

women, and riotous living.  

There is also a second and not so obvious way of running. This is seen in the example of 

Jonah; he cared about God’s law, and saw himself as part of the chosen race. He was moral 

and religious – like the older brother in Jesus’ story of the prodigal son. But his correct religion 

is dangerously deceitful. His ‘obedience’ has created spiritual pride – and has brought him 

no closer to God than the irreligious sailors. Furthermore, Jonah feels God owes him. Jonah’s 

good works and religious observance are (for him) bartering chips that get God to do what he 

wants. God is happy when his will serves Jonah’s interest – but when God moves in a different 

direction (as the Lord so often does), Jonah becomes angry. 

The irreligious seek to save themselves by breaking the law. The moral try to save themselves 

by keeping the law. In his book Surprised by Grace, Tullian writes, ‘You’re facing a difficult 

season in life – things aren’t going well – and either you say, “Forget it,” and just let yourself go 

(trying to rescue yourself from being bad), or you say, “I’ve got to pull myself together,” and 

you strive to regain control (trying to rescue yourself by being good) Either way, you’re looking 

to yourself – not Christ – for rescue.’

Both ways are a form of idolatry, and are not powerful enough to save. Only the gospel is 

powerful to save. 
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Repentance and Grace

The miracle of repentance by the pagan mariners and the city of Nineveh is in many ways as 

astounding as the fish that swallows Jonah. We rightfully conclude that if God can change 

the hearts of a Ninevite, he can change the heart of anyone. There is no one in our family, 

neighborhood, workplace or university for whom the gospel is not powerful enough to 

transform.   

Coupled with the theme of repentance is the amazing demonstration of God’s grace. Jonah 

rightfully acknowledges at the end of the book that the Lord is ‘gracious and merciful, slow to 

anger and abounding in love, and relenting from disaster,’ (4v2). God’s amazing grace is not just 

extended to the irreligious (Ninevites), but also the religious (Jonah). Despite Jonah’s continued 

rebellion and active denial of God, the Lord pursues him with love, patience and kindness. 

Though we may give up on God, He never gives up on us. The Lord is always seeking to forgive 

and welcome home his children. God’s love is for all people and he desires that none shall 

perish. This God will not condemn anyone who comes to him.

Sovereignty and Creation 

Throughout the narrative God displays his ultimate power and control over all things. This 

includes the Lord ‘hurling a great wind upon the sea’ (1v4), deciding the outcome of the dice 

(1v7), appointing the great fish of the sea (1v17), appointing a plant to come up over Jonah 

(4v6), appointing a worm to attack the plant (4v7), sending a scorching east wind (4v8) and 

granting salvation itself (2v9). This story leaves no room for doubt; God is in control.   
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THE BIG FISH FACT OR FICTION?

Many have sought to reject the validity of this narrative based on one verse, ‘But the Lord 

provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three days, (1v17).’  

Some have sought to validate the claims of this book by either identifying fish or whales that 

would have the capacity to repeat this, or by appealing to the possibility that a fish that did this 

may now be extinct. As admirable as these attempts are I believe they are unnecessary.   

Personally, I have no difficulty believing that the prophet was actually engulfed, housed and 

vomited by a great fish. It is not normal, that is why we call it a miracle. This miracle is easier to 

believe than the greater miracle of the Ninevites’ repentance.  

Ultimately, however, I believe the bible and the story of Jonah because Jesus did.  In Matthew 

12:39-41 and Luke 11:29-30 Jesus authenticates the events as historical and thus reliable and 

truthful.  
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TEACHING SCHEDULE
February 6 - ‘Running from God’ (Jonah 1v1-16)

February 13 - ‘Waves of Mercy’ (Jonah 1v17-2v10)

February 20 - ‘A Changed City’ (Jonah 3v1-10)

February 27 - ‘The God of the City’ (Jonah 4v1-11)
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RUNNING FROM GOD FEBRUARY 6  Jonah 1v1-16

1 Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah the son of Amittai, saying, 2 “Arise, go to Nineveh, 

that great city, and call out against it, for their evil has come up before me.” 3 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 on board, to go with them to Tarshish, away from the 

presence of the Lord.

4 But the Lord hurled a great wind upon the sea, and there was a mighty tempest on the sea, 

so that the ship threatened to break up. 5 Then the mariners were afraid, and each cried out to 

his god. And they hurled the cargo that was in the ship into the sea to lighten it for them. But 

Jonah had gone down into the inner part of the ship and had lain down and was fast asleep. 6 So 

the captain came and said to him, “What do you mean, you sleeper? Arise, call out to your god! 

Perhaps the god will give a thought to us, that we may not perish.”

7 And they said to one another, “Come, let us cast lots, that we may know on whose account this 

evil has come upon us.” So they cast lots, and the lot fell on Jonah. 8 Then they said to him, “Tell 

us on whose account this evil has come upon us. What is your occupation? And where do you 

come from? What is your country? And of what people are you?” 9 And he said to them, “I am a 

Hebrew, and I fear the Lord, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.” 10 Then the 

men were exceedingly afraid and said to him, “What is this that you have done!” For the men 

knew that he was fleeing from the presence of the Lord, because he had told them.

11 Then they said to him, “What shall we do to you, that the sea may quiet down for us?” For the 

sea grew more and more tempestuous. 12 He said to them, “Pick me up and hurl me into the sea; 

then the sea will quiet down for you, for I know it is because of me that this great tempest has 

come upon you.” 13 Nevertheless, the men rowed hard to get back to dry land, but they could 

not, for the sea grew more and more tempestuous against them. 14 Therefore they called out 

to the Lord, “O Lord, let us not perish for this man’s life, and lay not on us innocent blood, for 

you, O Lord, have done as it pleased you.” 15 So they picked up Jonah and hurled him into the 

sea, and the sea ceased from its raging. 16 Then the men feared the Lord exceedingly, and they 

offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows.
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WAVES OF MERCY FEBRUARY 13  Jonah 1v17-2v10

17 And the Lord appointed a great fish to swallow up Jonah. And Jonah was in the belly of the 

fish three days and three nights.

Then Jonah prayed to the Lord his God from the belly of the fish, 2 saying,

“I called out to the Lord, out of my distress,

 and he answered me;

out of the belly of Sheol I cried,

 and you heard my voice.

3 For you cast me into the deep,

 into the heart of the seas,

 and the flood surrounded me;

all your waves and your billows

 passed over me.

4 Then I said, ‘I am driven away

 from your sight;

yet I shall again look

 upon your holy temple.’

5 The waters closed in over me to take my life;

 the deep surrounded me;

weeds were wrapped about my head

 6 at the roots of the mountains.

I went down to the land

 whose bars closed upon me forever;

yet you brought up my life from the pit,

 O Lord my God.

7 When my life was fainting away,

 I remembered the Lord,

and my prayer came to you,

 into your holy temple.

8 Those who pay regard to vain idols

 forsake their hope of steadfast love.

9 But I with the voice of thanksgiving

 will sacrifice to you;

what I have vowed I will pay.

 Salvation belongs to the Lord!”

10 And the Lord spoke to the fish, and it vomited Jonah out upon the dry land.
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A CHANGED CITY FEBRUARY 20  Jonah 3v1-10

1 Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah the second time, saying, 2 “Arise, go to Nineveh, 

that great city, and call out against it the message that I tell you.” 3 So Jonah arose and went to 

Nineveh, according to the word of the Lord. Now Nineveh was an exceedingly great city, three 

days’ journey in breadth. 4 Jonah began to go into the city, going a day’s journey. And he called 

out, “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” 5 And the people of Nineveh believed 

God. They called for a fast and put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them to the least of them.

6 The word reached the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, removed his robe, 

covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. 7 And he issued a proclamation and published 

through Nineveh, “By the decree of the king and his nobles: Let neither man nor beast, herd nor 

flock, taste anything. Let them not feed or drink water, 8 but let man and beast be covered with 

sackcloth, and let them call out mightily to God. Let everyone turn from his evil way and from 

the violence that is in his hands. 9 Who knows? God may turn and relent and turn from his fierce 

anger, so that we may not perish.”

10 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.
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THE GOD OF THE CITY FEBRUARY 27  Jonah 4v1-11

1 But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was angry. 2 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. 3 Therefore now, O Lord, please take my life from 

me, for it is better for me to die than to live.” 4 And the Lord said, “Do you do well to be angry?”

5 Jonah 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. 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.” 9 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.” 10 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. 11 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?”
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ABOUT CITY ON A HILL
City on a Hill began at the end of 2007 with a small team and a big vision to see Melbourne 

renewed with the great news of Jesus. Since then, God has gathered men and women of all 

ages with a passion to know Jesus and make Him known.

As a community we meet every Sunday for our main services at 8.45am, 10.30am and 6pm 

where we hear relevant and practical messages from the Bible about God, life and the world 

we live in. We pray, we sing, we hang out, and then through the week we commit ourselves to 

being people of light and love in our city.

To find out more about what God is doing in and through this community and how you can 

partner with us visit www.cityonahill.com.au

Contact 
cityonahill.com.au

facebook.com/cityonahillmelb | twitter.com/cityonahillmelb

info@cityonahill.com.au
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