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Dear Potential Formations Reader,

What would you like to study at church next Sunday? Traditional 
Sunday school materials often gloss over the tough questions or suggest
overly simple answers to life’s most difficult questions. Doesn’t your 
class deserve better? 

Smyth & Helwys Publishing and its imprint NextSunday have been 
providing quality Bible study choices to churches like yours for more
than twenty years. We believe it really does matter which materials you
use in Sunday school.

Formations Adult Bible Study is a resource designed to help adults 
engage in great conversations about the Bible, its teachings, and its 
relevance to everyday life. It combines the depth of the Christian 
tradition with openness to the best of contemporary scholarship. Using
the Common English Bible, Formations seeks to bring Scripture’s 
message to life and provide tools by which believers can grow in their
faith an in their relationships with both God and each other. It is also
available as an ebook for your Kindle, Nook, or Apple device.

If your class members want to be stretched in their discipleship by 
exploring the depths of Scripture and not merely wading the shallows,
then perhaps Formations is for you. But whatever you decide, I pray 
God blesses you and your ongoing ministry of equipping the saints.

Sincerely,

Darrell Pursiful
Editor, Formations

A WORD FROM THE EDITOR



FORMATIONSHOW TO USE THIS STUDY GUIDE
Adult Formations is designed to help adults study Scripture seriously within the
context of the larger Christian tradition and, through that process, find their
faith renewed, challenged, and strengthened. We study the Scriptures because we
believe they affect our lives in important ways. Our format is arranged in four
movements:

Reflecting recalls a contemporary story, anecdote, example, or illustration to
help us anticipate the session’s relevance in our lives.

Studying is centered on the authoritative influence of the Scriptures. In this
movement, the biblical material receives in-depth attention and is sometimes
surrounded by helpful insights from theology, ethics, church history, and other
areas.

Understanding helps us find relevant connections between our lives and the
biblical message. The truths we discover help us recognize how God is calling us
toward change, renewal, commitment, or action.

What About Me? provides brief statements that help unite life issues with the
meaning of the biblical text. These statements summarize the major themes of
the session.

In Each Session
Several features are common to each session of Adult Formations. The first page of
each week’s Bible study session contains the session Scripture and a Central
Question. The following is a brief description of how each of these features aids
in the Bible study process.

• The session Scripture identifies the Scripture text of focus for each week. The
text, or a significant portion of it, is printed for your reference.

• The Central Question helps identify life issues that can help focus your think-
ing. The Central Question attempts to name those areas of possible tension
when we open our lives to God’s word.

• Supplements for each session are inserted
into the text by means of gray boxes. Addi-
tional background information is marked
by the interpretation icon. A scroll indi-
cates a Scripture cross-reference. A ques-
tion mark indicates a question offered to
highlight the relevance of each study. A
word balloon points to quotations from
notable people, Christian or otherwise, on
a topic relevant to the lesson. The Common
English Bible logo indicates the page on
which the session Scripture is found in the
CEB Study Bible.

Interpretation

Scripture Cross-Reference

Questions to Ponder

Quotation

CEB Study Bible Note
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Jonah Flees
Jonah 1:1-16
OT 1477

Central Question
Why do I hesitate to obey God?

Scripture
Jonah 1:1-16
1  The LORD’s word came to Jonah, Amittai’s son:  2  “Get up and go to
Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it, for their evil has come to
my attention.”  3  So Jonah got up—to flee to Tarshish from the LORD! He
went down to Joppa and found a ship headed for Tarshish. He paid the
fare and went aboard to go with them to Tarshish, away from the LORD.
4  But the LORD hurled a great wind upon the sea, so that there was a
great storm on the sea; the ship looked like it might be broken to pieces.
5  The sailors were terrified, and each one cried out to his god. They
hurled the cargo that was in the ship into the sea to make it lighter. Now
Jonah had gone down into the hold of the vessel to lie down and was
deep in sleep.  6  The ship’s officer came and said to him, “How can you
possibly be sleeping so deeply? Get up! Call on your god! Perhaps the
god will give some thought to us so that we won’t perish.”  7  Meanwhile,
the sailors said to each other, “Come on, let’s cast lots so that we might
learn who is to blame for this evil that’s happening to us.” They cast lots,
and the lot fell on Jonah.  8  So they said to him, “Tell us, since you’re the
cause of this evil happening to us: What do you do and where are you
from? What’s your country and of what people are you?”  9  He said to
them, “I’m a Hebrew. I worship the LORD, the God of heaven—who made
the sea and the dry land.”  10  Then the men were terrified and said to
him, “What have you done?” (The men knew that Jonah was fleeing from
the LORD, because he had told them.)  11  They said to him, “What will
we do about you so that the sea will become calm around us?” (The sea
was continuing to rage.)  12  He said to them, “Pick me up and hurl me
into the sea! Then the sea will become calm around you. I know it’s my
fault that this great storm has come upon you.”  13  The men rowed to



reach dry land, but they couldn’t manage it because the sea continued to
rage against them.  14  So they called on the LORD, saying, “Please, LORD,
don’t let us perish on account of this man’s life, and don’t blame us for
innocent blood! You are the LORD: whatever you want, you can do.”  
15  Then they picked up Jonah and hurled him into the sea, and the sea
ceased its raging.  16  The men worshipped the LORD with a profound
reverence; they offered a sacrifice to the LORD and made solemn prom-
ises.

Reflecting
Some years ago I was in a meeting where the conversation turned to
church planting. I remember one young man who was committed to
being a church planter. He really wanted to start a new church and
reach people for Christ. A representative from a mission organization
presented a scenario to him. It sounded perfect for what I thought he
wanted to do.
The representative talked about a neighborhood in Chicago that

numbered in the thousands, yet had no evangelical church. He expected
the young man, so committed to reaching the lost, would jump at such
an opportunity.
The decision was almost instantaneous: no way! Now, he did not

use those two words, but what he uttered that day meant the same. He
was not interested in going as a “missionary” to Chicago.
He was truly interested in starting new churches.

He did care for the lost. He was committed to fol-
lowing God’s call in his life. But he understood that
God’s call would not take him out of the South and
would not bury him in an urban setting for which
his small-town roots made him feel entirely unpre-
pared. Surely, God’s call would be to somewhere
within his comfort zone.
What are we to do when God seems to be calling us to step out of

our comfort zones? In today’s lesson, we see how Jonah responded to a
call every bit as unnerving as the one the young man in that meeting
turned down.

Studying
The name Jonah means “dove.” The message he is to deliver is hardly
dove-like, however. It is not a message of peace, but one of destruction.
He is to cry out against the great and wicked city of Nineveh.
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Jonah was an eighth-century prophet
mentioned in 2 Kings 14:25. He is the
principle character in the book that 
bears his name. Jonah was not, however,
the writer of the book. It was written 
centuries after his time.
The book of Jonah is different from

all other prophetical books. It is a 
narrative story with very few prophetic
announcements by the prophet himself.
The unusual nature of the book has led
most modern scholars to assume that it
is better to read the story not as literal history but as a parable-like 
narrative. Whether one takes it as literal or figurative, the message is 
the same.
The book begins with a call for Jonah to go to Nineveh and cry 

out against that great city that was so full of wickedness. At the time,
Nineveh was the most important city in the Assyrian Empire. Within it,
successive kings had built their palaces.
The Assyrians were feared throughout the Middle East. They were

fierce warriors and violently destructive in their military campaigns.
God wanted Jonah to preach to these fearsome people. With his feet,
though, Jonah said No. He set out to flee to the city of Tarshish. Most
scholars assume this was a city in what today is called Spain. As far as
Jonah knew, it was the end of the world. God said, “Go east.” Jonah fled
west.
Jonah found a ship in the seaport of Joppa, and they set sail. Soon,

however, they were pounded by a mighty storm. The experienced sailors

The story’s brevity, tight
structure, vivid images,
surprise element, and 

didactic purpose are most like the
features of a parable, while the
extreme intolerance of Jonah,
which contrasts so sharply with
the charitableness of the gentile
sailors and the deep contrition 
of the Ninevites, adds a strong 
element of satire. (Cartledge, 465)

Jonah Flees  



did two things to avoid catastrophe: they prayed to their various gods
and they tossed the heavy cargo overboard.
Meanwhile, Jonah, perhaps suffering from seasickness, went below.

The captain found him and encouraged him to pray to his god as well.
We are not told that Jonah prayed.
Whether he did or not, the storm continued to batter the ship. In

desperation, the sailors decided to cast lots to determine who had so 
angered one of the gods. Casting lots is mentioned several times in
Scripture, but an exact description of what that means is never dis-
closed. We might imagine something like throwing dice or drawing lots.
By whatever means, the lot fell to Jonah, and the sailors began to

pepper him with questions. Verse 10 indicates that Jonah told them 
the storm threatened them all because he was fleeing from the Lord.
The text doesn’t indicate that he told them he was a prophet.
Jonah affirmed two things. First, he was a “Hebrew.” This was a 

self-designation for the ancient Israelites. It may have meant “from 
beyond the river,” perhaps referring to Abraham’s place of origin. On
the other hand, he might have been saying he was a nomad or wanderer.
More significantly, Jonah acknowledged, “I worship the LORD, the

God of heaven—who made the sea and the dry land” (v. 9). The term
“LORD” (written in all caps) is a kind of euphemism for the name of
God usually written as Yahweh. This name was revealed to Moses in 
Exodus 3.
Jonah’s traditional faith included the belief that the God of Israel

was not merely a local deity but also the God of heaven who created
both the sea and the dry land. About this time, Jonah may have been
thinking how foolish it was to imagine he could escape from such a
God—one who ruled land and sea!
With this revelation from Jonah, the sailors became even more

frightened. Asking him what they needed to do, Jonah replied, “Hurl me
into the sea” (v. 12). Was Jonah courageously willing to sacrifice his life
for the crew? Since his motives are nowhere explained, perhaps that is
possible. However, from everything we have seen—and will see—about
Jonah, another motive is more likely.
In chapter 1, Jonah never prays. He confesses to the sailors what he

has done, but he never repents. Perhaps Jonah was still so determined
to flee from God’s call that he chose the final escape—death.
The pagan sailors valiantly tried to avoid the extreme measure Jonah

suggested. They tried to bring the ship to shore, but they couldn’t. The
storm worsened. Finally, they prayed that the Lord would not hold
them guilty for what they must do—and tossed Jonah into the sea.
Then, as Jonah had predicted, the sea became calm.
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Verse 16 is unique. In the Hebrew language, it is possible to 
emphasize an action by repeating the same etymological root. Jonah
1:16 is probably the only verse in the Old Testament where this tech-
nique is used three times. Literally, the sailors “feared a great fear,” 
“sacrificed sacrifices,” and “vowed vows.” This threefold rhetorical de-
vice emphasizes the great solemnity of the occasion (Golka, 87).
Throughout this chapter, the pagan sailors have been pictured in a

better light than Jonah himself. We cannot assume, however, that the
sailors become exclusive followers of Yahweh at this point. They simply
added the God of Israel to their pantheon.
Next week we will look at verse 17. Today, it is enough to say that

being swallowed by a big fish was not what Jonah had in mind. He 
assumed the sea would swallow him, and he would die. But God was
not yet through with him. God “provided a great fish” (v. 17)—to save
Jonah, not to punish him. In the story, Jonah’s time in the fish is a time
to reflect on God’s mercy and to be thankful.
From the ancient church, a comment by Gregory of Nazianzus fits

today’s text. The fourth-century archbishop of Constantinople said,
“For God alone of all things cannot be escaped from or contended with.
If he wills to seize and bring them under his hand, he outstrips the
swift. He outwits the wise. He overthrows the strong. He cuts down the
lofty. He subdues rashness” (The Twelve Prophets, 130–31).

Understanding
Jonah thought he could escape from God, but he discovered that 
leaving God behind was not as easy as he had hoped.
In today’s world, many people either consciously or subconsciously

seek to leave God behind or to silence God’s voice. They surround them-
selves with activities, work, companions, and noise. In the midst of this
hubbub they simply ignore God. However, as Jonah discovered, God
does not ignore them.
One of the great affirmations of the Christian faith is that God is

omnipresent. But it is not enough to say that God is everywhere. That
by itself could be a frightening thought. Jonah eventually discovered
that the God who is everywhere is also the God of mercy. In spite of
Jonah’s arrogance and disobedience, God saved him.
The first chapter of Jonah pictures the

truth of Psalm 139:7-12, in which the psalmist
ponders how anyone could possibly escape
from God’s spirit. The psalmist concludes it
can’t be done. We may leave God, but God will

Jonah Flees  

Why might God’s
omnipresence be a
frightening thought?



never leave us. We may close our ears to God, but God will continue 
to speak. We may close our eyes to the presence of God, but God is 
present yet.

What About Me?
• Are there times when you don’t want to do what God wants you to do? Do you
hesitate, vacillate, or equivocate? At this point, we don’t yet know why
Jonah refused God’s call. We might guess that fear was involved, al-
though by the end of the story we may be surprised by what he was 
actually afraid of. Perhaps Jonah simply felt the task was too much for
him. Have you ever felt God was asking too much of you?

• What are you afraid of ? The sailors had reason to fear. Their lives were in
grave danger. They understood the terror of the sea. What fears hold us
back or cause us to make foolish choices?

• What do you do in the face of fear? The sailors sought to solve their prob-
lem for the benefit of everyone. They even prayed to the God of Israel.
These pagans are a good example for us all. They appealed to the mercy
and justice of a God they hardly knew. How much easier should it be for
us, who know God through Jesus Christ, to cry out to God and follow
God’s call?

Resources
Tony W. Cartledge, “Jonah, Book of,” in Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, ed. Watson E. Mills (Macon GA:
Mercer University Press, 1990).

Friedemann W. Golka, “Divine Repentance: A Commentary on the Book of Jonah,” in Revelation of God:
A Commentary on the Books of the Song of Songs and Jonah (Grand Rapids MI: Eerdmans, 1988).

“The Twelve Prophets”, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, vol. 14, ed. Alberto Ferreiro (Downers
Grove IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003).

May 4, 2014



Formations Digital Study Guide 
and Digital Commentary are 

now available!

To download your copy today, visit this link: 
www.nextsunday.com/af_ebook

eBooks!
Use an iPad, Kindle,
Nook, or another
eReader? 

Want your
Formations 
Study Guide or
Commentary
available at a
moment’s
notice and in
the palm of
your hand?



FORMATIONSWHAT’S IN YOUR TEACHING GUIDE

This Teaching Guide has three purposes:
� to give the teacher tools for focusing on the content of the session in the Learner’s Study Guide.
� to give the teacher additional Bible background information.
� to give the teacher variety and choice in preparation.

The Teaching Guide includes two major components: Teacher Helps and Teacher Options.

Teacher Helps

Teacher Options

Teaching Outline
provides you with an outline
of the main themes in the
Learner’s Study Guide. 

Bible Background
The Learner’s Study Guide is
your main source of Bible study
material. This section helps you
more fully understand and 
interpret the Scripture text. 

You Can Choose!
There is more material in each 
session than you can use, so choose
the options from each session to 
tailor the session to the needs of
your group.

Resource Kits Also Available

The next three sections provide a beginning, middle,
and end for the session, with focus paragraphs in
between.

Focus Paragraphs
are printed in italics at the top of the page be-

cause they are the most important part of the
Teaching Guide. These paragraphs will help you
move your class from “what the text meant” to
“what the text means.”



Jonah Flees

Bible Background
The Book of Jonah

Jonah is different from every
other book of the prophets. It is mostly a
narrative story with only nine words of ac-
tual prophecy spoken by Jonah. This
works out to only five words in the He-
brew text. Unlike most of the prophetical
books, Jonah does not begin with any his-
torical context. We are not told who was
reigning in Israel or Judah, nor anything
else about the prophet’s situation.

Because of its unusual style and set-
ting, scholars have debated how best to
understand the book. Perhaps the most
popular understanding has been to see it
as something like an extended parable. By
approaching the book this way, one does
not have to be sidetracked by issues such
as a human-swallowing big fish. In truth,
however, the message of the book is the
same whether one interprets it literally or
figuratively.

Outside of this book, Jonah is 
mentioned only once in the Old Testa-
ment. In 2 Kings 14:25, he prophesied that
the northern kingdom would expand
from Lebo-hamath (north of Damascus)
to the Sea of Arabah (the Dead Sea). This
episode took place in the eighth century
BC, during the reign of Jeroboam II of 
Israel.

Because of this verse, Jonah is 
sometimes referred to as a nationalistic
prophet. This may help explain Jonah’s 

attitude when he is told to travel to 
Nineveh.

The eighth century provides the 
milieu for the story, but Jonah is not the
author. Scholars have little unanimity at-
tempting to date the work, placing it any-
where from the sixth to the fourth
centuries.

In verse 1, the prophet is identified 
as “Jonah, Amittai’s son.” The name 
Jonah means dove. Amittai means truth
or faithfulness.

God speaks to Jonah, telling him to 
go to Nineveh, which is called a great and
wicked city. It was, in fact, the greatest city
of the Assyrian Empire. The Assyrians
were violent and cruel—at least during
their conquest of neighboring peoples.
Nineveh housed palaces of several 
Assyrian kings.

Eventually, the Babylonians destroyed
Nineveh. The city was so completely
erased that, until the nineteenth century
AD, when its ruins were excavated, some
thought it was simply a mythical place.

Jonah Refuses the Call
Jonah was called to go preach to Nineveh.
He set out at once—but in the opposite 
direction! He attempted to flee to
Tarshish, probably a city in what is called
Spain today. In Jonah’s understanding, it
would have been the edge of the world.

Only later in the book do we hear
Jonah explain why he did not want to 
go to Nineveh. Perhaps in addition to
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what we will find in chapter 4, Jonah had
a variety of reasons for refusing God’s call.
These reasons may have included fear and
loathing of the Assyrians.

Jonah went down to Joppa. This is the
first movement in a continued downward
path that eventually winds up with Jonah
finding himself in the belly of a great fish.

At Joppa, Jonah found a ship bound
for Tarshish. He boarded it in order to flee
from the presence of the Lord. Later, he
acknowledged that the power of the God
of Israel was not limited to the land of Is-
rael. At this point, however, he is not
thinking clearly and simply hopes to find
a way to escape from God and God’s call.

God caused a storm to pound the
ship. The sailors did two things to save
themselves: they prayed and they tossed
cargo overboard. The text says they cried
out each to his own god. This may indi-
cate that the crew was international in
scope. They may have been from different
places and had different gods.

Jonah had gone down into the hold 
of the ship, perhaps to escape seasickness.
The captain found him sleeping and
called on him to pray to his god as well. 
In the Common English Bible translation,
the irony of this is somewhat lost. In 
verse 2, God literally says to Jonah, “Arise
and cry out.” The captain’s words are the
same: “Arise and cry out” (v.6). Jonah 
had refused God’s call, and we are not
told whether he refused the captain’s 
instructions as well.

Nothing is working, so the sailors 
decide to cast lots to see who the guilty
person is. We do not know exactly how
they did this, but we do know the result.
The lot fell on Jonah.

The sailors asked Jonah four 
questions: What is your occupation? 
From where do you come? What is your
country? Who are your people?

The prophet replies, “I’m a Hebrew”
(v. 9). Israelites sometimes used the 
word “Hebrew” to refer to themselves, 
especially to outsiders. Its basic meaning
seems to be nomad or one from beyond

the river, perhaps the original home of
Abraham.

He goes on to say, “I worship the
LORD, the God of heaven—who made the
sea and the dry land” (v. 9). Jonah knew
that Yahweh was God of heaven and the
creator of all things. He had ignored his
traditional faith when he thought he
could flee from the Creator of the sea and
dry land.

Jonah said that the only escape 
available for the sailors was for them to
throw him overboard. Motives are notori-
ously difficult to determine in biblical 
stories like this. Was Jonah expressing a

I. The Word of the Lord Came (1:1-3)
A. What God said to Jonah, Son of

Amittai (v. 1)
B. What Jonah did in response to God’s

call (vv. 2-3)

II. The Wind of the Lord Came (1:4-6)
A. What God did when Jonah fled (v. 4)
B. What the sailors did in face of the

storm (v. 5)
C. What the captain said to Jonah 

(v. 6)

III. The Confession of Jonah (1:7-10)
A. The sailors cast lots (v. 7)
B. When the lot fell on Jonah, the

sailors questioned him (v. 8)
C. Jonah answered the sailors 

(vv . 9-10)

IV. The Further Frantic Actions of the
Sailors (1:11-16)
A. Another question and answer 

(vv. 11-12)
B. The sailors are hesitant to throw

Jonah into the sea (vv. 13-14)
C. The final acts of the sailors 

(vv. 15-16)

V. The Lord saves Jonah from drowning 
(v. 17)



willingness to sacrifice himself to save the
sailors? Or was he still so determined to
flee God’s call that he preferred the final
escape of death? In light of what has hap-
pened and what will happen, Jonah does
not seem the type to risk his life to save
pagans. But we cannot be certain.

The pagan sailors are pictured in a
much better light than Jonah. They risk
their own lives trying to row to shore
rather than sacrifice Jonah. As the storm
grows worse, they pray to Jonah’s God—
something Jonah is never seen doing in
this chapter! In the end, however, they 
decide to throw Jonah into the sea.

When the storm ceased, the pagans
worshipped Yahweh. They offered sacri-
fices and vows to this creator God. In a 
delicious irony, the word of God that
Jonah had fled rather than deliver to the
pagan Ninevites finds a measure of root 
in these pagan sailors.

But God is not yet through with
Jonah. He doesn’t drown, but rather is
saved by a great fish that God had pre-
pared. Since chapter 2 in the Hebrew text
begins with this verse 17, we will consider
this in greater detail next week.

A Way to Begin
The story of Jonah is one of the most well known in the Old Testament. Probably 
everyone in the class remembers reading or hearing about Jonah being swallowed by a

“whale.” The story has many lessons for us that are far more important than debat-
ing about how such a thing was possible. One of those lessons is found in today’s chapter. Why
are we sometimes like Jonah? Why do we hesitate to obey God?

� No Place Like Home
Ask one or both of the following questions.

Questions
� If you could live anywhere in the world, where would you want to live?
� Where are some places you really would hate to live?

Discuss participants’ reasons for preferring certain locales (for example, to be near
relatives, to live in a particular climate, etc.). Do the same for places they would not like
to live. What makes the places they want to avoid undesirable?

Most people have places they would love to live. For some, it is where they are. For
others, it is where they would rather be. God called Jonah to minister in a place where he
refused to go.

� The Fear Factor
Fear is a normal aspect of human nature, and it is not necessarily a bad thing. For 
example, it is good to be fearful of sticking one’s hand in an electrical socket or hand-
feeding a caged tiger. If you can’t swim, it’s not a bad thing to be cautious around water.
Of course, there are also irrational fears called phobias. And there are fears that keep us
from doing something good or constructive, such as a fear of failure or fear of embar-
rassment.

Ask participants to identify some things they used to be afraid of but are no longer.
Encourage them to talk about how they overcame their fear.

If appropriate, press the conversation by discussing what things still frighten us. You
might suggest fears concerning violence, disease, or economic distress.

Today, we will learn about a prophet who was afraid to obey God’s call.

Jonah Flees



A Way to Explore Scripture
Jonah 1 is an exciting story about a man who runs from God and God’s unwillingness

to let him get away with it. We read of fearful storms, frightened cries, and then 
silence as Jonah is swallowed up by a great fish. This chapter contains not just a

thrilling story, however, but also important questions for us to consider.

� The Fear of the Lord
Read Jonah 1:1-16. We find a lot of fear in this chapter. Jonah seems to be afraid to do
what God is calling him to do. The sailors are fearful of a great storm that threatens to
destroy their ship. Later, the sailors are afraid to throw Jonah into the sea—fearful that
Jonah’s god would hold them accountable. Finally, these same sailors “worshipped the
LORD with a profound reverence” (v. 16) when the storm was stilled. Literally, “they
feared the LORD with a great fear.”

Discuss how participants feel about the idea of “the fear of the Lord.” What have
they heard or learned about what that term means? Ask the following questions.

Questions
� Should we classify Jonah’s response to God’s call as “the fear of the Lord”? Explain.
� What is the connection, if any, between the sailors’ fear of the storm and fear of the
Lord?

� Read verse 16. What kind of sacrifices or vows might the sailors have made?
� Who in this story best exemplifies “the fear of the Lord”? Why?

� Compare and Contrast
Read Jonah 1:1-16. Create two columns on the board labeled “Jonah” and “Sailors.”

Divide participants into two or three small groups. Ask them to compare and con-
trast the actions of Jonah and the sailors. Especially note any positive qualities of either
which we might want to imitate. Record their responses on the board.

� Hearing God Speak
One of the issues we face is how to determine when God is speaking to us and what God
might be saying. In today’s text, God speaks to Jonah, apparently through prophetic in-
spiration. But there are other ways God seems to speak in this passage.

Discuss the many ways God speaks today, and how people can hear.

Questions
� How do you think God’s word came to Jonah? How might it come to us?
� Jonah understood that God made the sea and the dry land and was the cause of the
mighty storm. What do you think about attributing weather events to God’s work?

� Jonah told the sailors to toss him into the sea. When they did, the storm ended. Do
you think Jonah’s actions were inspired by God at this point? Why or why not?

� How can we know if something is truly a “word from God”?
� Do you find that God’s word is more often a word of comfort or of challenge? 
Explain.



A Way to End
One of the great teachings of Scripture is that God can use even our rebellions 
for good. In today’s story, Jonah runs from God’s call. The end result is that a crew
of pagan sailors learns about God. They worship God with reverence and make 

sacrifices and vows to the Creator of heaven and earth.

� Two Groups of People
We don’t know how Jonah might have felt about the newfound faith of the
sailors. We might hope he would rejoice, but based on his behavior in later
chapters, perhaps he did not.
Discuss whether we truly want to see everybody come to know God—even

people we hate or fear. Distribute copies of the resource page “Two Groups of People.”
Encourage participants to fill it out both with people they know personally and those
they only know by reputation. Have them think of groups as well as individuals.

Without getting into specifics, ask participants what it is that made them put people
in one column or the other. Were these valid or rational reasons or were they based on
hearsay and prejudice?

Lead a time of silent prayer. Encourage participants to pray for people in both
columns to be drawn closer to God than they already are. Close with prayer for God to
fill us with love for all people everywhere.

� An Accidental Prophet
Jonah did not intend to witness to the sailors. He just wanted to use their ship to escape
God’s call. Had it been possible, he might have slept the days and weeks away as they
sailed for Tarshish.

Ask participants to think about people they encounter every week but never attempt
to witness to. Encourage them to make a commitment to be more attentive to how they
can show and tell such people about God and God’s love.

Close with prayer that all will listen for God’s call in our lives and that we will always
be ready to share encouraging words about God both with those we love and those for
whom we feel very little.

Resources
Tony W. Cartledge, “Jonah, Book of ” Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, ed. Watson E. Mills (Macon GA: Mercer University
Press, 1990).

Friedemann W. Golka, “Divine Repentance: A Commentary on the Book of Jonah,” Revelation of God: A Commentary on the
Books of the Song of Songs and Jonah (Grand Rapids MI: Eerdmans, 1988).

Phyllis Trible, “The Book of Jonah: Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections,” The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 7
(Nashville TN: Abingdon,1996).
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JONAH FLEES
Jonah 1:1-16

Introduction
Christians have been having a friendly discussion about the book of
Jonah for centuries. Some have insisted that the book describes histor-
ical people and literal events. Others have contended that the book is a
fictional short story, written to call the people of Israel to lift their eyes
and see the world so they would learn to care for people as different
from them as the people of Nineveh.
Both camps agree, however, on the basic message of the book.

Whether it is fiction or nonfiction, the book of Jonah is a call to move
beyond “me and mine” to embrace the world and take God’s love be-
yond the borders of Israel. The book of Jonah reflects the evangelistic
spirit of the New Testament better than any other Old Testament
book. It is a strong call for the people of Israel to spread the message
of God’s love and forgiveness to other nations.
For the next four weeks, we will study this familiar story with the

hope that its message will prick our hearts and make us look long and
hard at ourselves. As we read this old tale, let’s whisper a prayer that
its message of grace and inclusion will do its transforming work in our
own lives.

Hearing the Story
The old story begins like this: the word of the Lord came to Jonah,
commanding him to go to Nineveh and cry out against the wickedness
in that great city. But Jonah had other plans. He wanted to go to
Tarshish, not Nineveh, so he hopped on a ship headed to where he
wanted to go. As it turned out, this was not a good idea.
The Lord caused a great storm to rage, so that the ship Jonah was

on was about to break into pieces. The sailors on board were terrified
and did everything they knew to survive the storm. They prayed to
their gods, threw cargo overboard, and then looked around to see if
anyone on board could be responsible for this obvious display of 
divine wrath.

FORMATIONSCOMMENTARY
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Jonah somehow managed to sleep through the storm, but the 
captain awakened him and told him to start praying. Then the sailors
cast lots to find out who was responsible for the calamity swirling
around them. Not surprisingly, the lot fell on Jonah. The sailors ques-
tioned him about what he had done to so anger his god. Jonah told
them candidly that he was fleeing from the presence of God, and the
men knew then that Jonah was indeed the cause of the storm.
The sea grew more and more tempestuous, and the sailors grew

more and more afraid. Jonah suggested that they throw him overboard.
He knew that he was the problem and that the sea would quiet down
once he was no longer on the boat. To their credit, the sailors didn’t
want to throw him into the sea. They tried hard to row the boat to 
land, but they couldn’t do it. Eventually, after exhausting all other 
possibilities, they threw Jonah into the sea.
Sure enough, the sea immediately ceased from its raging. The sailors

feared Jonah’s God as never before, offered a sacrifice, and made per-
sonal vows. Suffice it to say that Jonah was not the only person whose
life was transformed by that storm.
From this moment forward, Jonah becomes the focal point of the

story. As we will see over the next few weeks, the drama is about Jonah
and his relationship with God. But before we get there, let’s notice this
week the two primary movements at the beginning of the story. These
two movements set the stage for all of the action that follows.

God’s Movement toward Jonah
The first movement in the story is God’s movement toward Jonah. It is
described in verses 1-2: “The LORD’s word came to Jonah, Amittai’s son:
‘Get up and go to Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it, for
their evil has come to my attention.’”
Don’t read over that verse too quickly. It’s amazing that the God of

the universe, the One who created the galaxies and flung the stars into
space, would seek out one man and ask him to do something. Those of
us who study the Bible on a regular basis might take that for granted,
but we shouldn’t. That the God of the universe would seek out individ-
ual people and ask them to do a specific task is incredible.
Nevertheless, it is something we see throughout the Bible. God seeks.

God calls. God initiates. And then people respond—sometimes with ex-
citement and bravery, sometimes with fear and trembling, and some-
times, as in Jonah’s case, by running in the opposite direction! But the



6 Formations Commentary

movement starts with an invitation from God. God invites, and people
then have to decide what to do with that invitation.
Every Christmas, we are reminded of this facet of God’s nature when

we remember that God took the initiative and became one of us. In
Christ, the Word became flesh and lived among us ( Jn 1:14). With the
coming of Jesus, we see the most visible projection of God’s nature the
world has ever seen. And Jesus revealed God to be not an impersonal
cosmic force, but One who knows us intimately and invites us to do 
specific things.
God is like a shepherd, Jesus said, who will leave ninety-nine safe

sheep and go out to find the one that is lost.
God is like a woman, Jesus taught, who loses a coin and then sweeps

her house like crazy until she finds it.
God is like a father, Jesus said, who stands at the door every day 

waiting for his prodigal son to come home so he can throw a party on
his behalf.
God, Jesus made it clear, seeks and loves individual people (see 

Lk 15).
And when he finds them, God gives these people assignments that

fill their days with purpose and hope. “Begin a new nation,” God told
Abraham. “Lead my people out of slavery,” God told Moses. “Speak a
word of hope and promise,” God told Isaiah and Jeremiah. “Be an am-
bassador to the Gentiles,” God said to Saul of Tarsus.
So God’s word to Jonah is both remarkable and typical. It is 

remarkable because it is amazing that God would call anyone to do 
anything. At the same time, it is typical because that is the way God
seems to do things.
But just because it is typical of God to call individual people doesn’t

mean we should take this first movement for granted. The first verse of
Jonah is a miracle, really: “The LORD’s word came to Jonah.” God was
pursuing Jonah and giving him a crucial assignment.

Jonah’s Movement Away from God
But Jonah wasn’t ready to accept that assignment. The story continues:
“So Jonah got up—to flee to Tarshish from the LORD! He went down to
Joppa and found a ship headed for Tarshish” (v. 3).
The reason Jonah was moving away from the presence of the Lord

was that the place God had called him to, Nineveh, was not an appealing
place at all. Nineveh had a long history of sin, failure, and moral ugli-
ness. The people of Nineveh were not the kind of people with whom you
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wanted to spend your life. To put it plainly, it was not a feather in a
preacher’s cap to be called to First Church, Nineveh.
Tarshish, though, was a different story. Tarshish was exotic and full

of adventure. First Kings 10:22 tells us that ships would arrive from
Tarshish every three years bringing gold, silver, ivory, apes, and pea-
cocks. Now you’re talking! That’s the kind of place Jonah wanted to be.
What is interesting in the Jonah story is that Jonah doesn’t just ig-

nore God. When God calls him to go to Nineveh, it isn’t like Jonah turns
a deaf ear and stays where he is. No, he gets up and goes—he just goes in
the opposite direction. He goes to the nearby seaport of Joppa to catch a
ship to Tarshish. It seems that Jonah is more than willing to preach and
serve, only not in the wasteland of Nineveh. No, he wants the gold, sil-
ver, ivory, apes, peacocks, and excitement of Tarshish.
I suspect most of us understand Jonah’s desire completely. We, too,

want our callings to be dramatic, our places of ministry exotic, and our
assignments full of adventure. From time to time, however, someone
needs to step up and tell the truth, even though we don’t want to hear it.
And since I’m the one down here at Starbucks wrestling with the truth
of the Jonah story and writing this commentary, I’ll say it for all of us:
most of us will spend our lives in Nineveh. Most of us will live out our
Christian commitment in Nineveh. Most of us will do our ministries in
Nineveh. We may not like it, but that’s the truth.
In his book Under the Unpredictable Plant (Grand Rapids MI: 

Eerdmans, 1992), Eugene Peterson writes:

If I succeed in getting anyone’s attention, what I want to say is that the
pastoral vocation is not a glamorous vocation and that Tarshish is a lie.
Pastoral work consists of modest, daily, assigned work. It is like farm
work. Most pastoral work involves routines similar to cleaning out the
barn, mucking out the stalls, spreading manure, pulling weeds. This is
not, any of it, bad work in itself, but if we expected to ride a glistening
black stallion in daily parades and then return to the barn where a
lackey grooms our steed for us, we will be severely disappointed and
end up being horribly resentful. (16)

Peterson was writing about pastoral work, but it applies to all 
Christian work. Most Christian discipleship is dull and repetitive. And,
of course, we can become resentful. We have this fantasy of living in
Tarshish, where everything is exciting and full of adventure, where apes
swing in the trees and peacocks strut by on a regular basis.
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But then we find ourselves in Nineveh. Our family feels like Nineveh.
Our job feels like Nineveh. Our church feels like Nineveh. This is not
what we expected, and we find ourselves cleaning out the barn, mucking
out the stalls, spreading manure, and pulling weeds. The resentment
starts to grow and fester inside us.
When you get right down to it, Jonah wasn’t really running from

God. He was running from Nineveh. He was running from God’s assign-
ment for him. And many of us can understand that temptation because
we’re not crazy about Nineveh, either.

Conclusion
We all know what happens next. Jonah makes it to Joppa, gets on a ship
headed for exotic Tarshish, and sails promptly into disaster. The ship
headed for Tarshish is beset by a storm. Jonah is determined to be the
cause of the calamity and then is tossed into the sea. When our verses
for this week end, Jonah is sinking into the troubled waters, and the
sailors on board the boat are rejoicing that the storm has ended and
vowing to get their own act together.
Next Sunday, we’ll continue the Jonah saga and look at chapter 2.

But before we leave chapter 1, there are a few questions we need to 
ponder:

• Is God moving toward me, wanting to give me an assignment?
• If that assignment is to be faithful in Nineveh, am I up to the task?
• If I think I can hide from God, who am I trying to fool?

Gracious God, when we read the story of Jonah we remember all of the ways
we try to hide from you. Forgive us for being so busy, proud, and self-sufficient
that we run from your presence. Forgive us, too, for being resentful of Nineveh,
this unglamorous place where you have called us to be faithful. Thank you for
being the kind of God who knows us intimately and calls us to do something 
specific.
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