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Session 8

Session

8
God Pursues the Ninevites

THEOLOGICAL THEME: Salvation belongs to the Lord.

Did you ever try to run away from home? I did. For me, doing so revolved around a 
particular disagreement that I had with my parents over whether or not it was appropriate 
for me to own a pet monkey. While I was confident it was, they firmly disagreed, and so 
I saw my only option as running away to somewhere I could be free of their oppressive 
and monkey-discriminating ways. I soon realized there were a few holes in my plan. 

Did you ever try to run away from home? When? What happened? 

What about running from God? Have you ever felt like you were running 
from God’s plan and purposes? Why might we do that? 

In this session we see how God goes to great 
lengths to pursue people, even when they have no 
interest in being found. God pursues sinners of all 
kinds in order to bring them to Himself. Jonah 
was a prophet who rejected God’s call and ran 
away from his enemies. Unlike Jonah, Jesus heard 
God’s call and ran toward His enemies. While we 
were still sinners, He died for us, and now He 
commissions us as His people to pursue others 
with the good news of His love.

 Voices from  
the Church
“Behind all our mission 
stands the unshakeable 
determination of God to be 
known throughout His whole 
creation as the living God.” 1 

–Christopher Wright 

© 2016 LifeWay Christian Resources. Permission granted to reproduce and distribute within the license agreement with purchaser.



75Session 8

1.  God pursues a disobedient prophet (Jonah 1:1-5,15-17).

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 down into it, 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.

This was not the first time Jonah had heard the word of the Lord. God had used 
Jonah to declare His grace and coming blessing to the Northern Kingdom of 
Israel (2 Kings 14:25). But this message was different. God was not sending Jonah 
to the Israelites; He was sending Jonah to their foreign enemies—the Ninevites. 
And He was not sending Jonah to declare a message of prosperity but a message of 
impending judgment. 

This was a chance for Jonah to get in the face of the enemies of God’s people; it was an 
opportunity for him to declare judgment, no doubt a message many of the Israelites had 
hoped and even prayed for in their day. Jonah did indeed “get up” like God told him, 
but instead of heading straight for Nineveh, he bought a ticket on a ship headed the 
other direction. 

Why do you think Jonah was so reluctant to speak the word of the Lord 
to the Ninevites? 

When have you felt like Jonah, uneasy about what God was calling you 
to do?
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See, Jonah knew God well enough to know that God is gracious, compassionate, and 
full of mercy. Furthermore, he knew that God was giving the Ninevites a warning, 
inviting them to repent. Jonah could see how this was playing out: he would go to 
Nineveh, he would speak the word of the Lord, the people would repent, and God 
would forgive them. No judgment. No destruction. And his hatred for the Ninevites 
bound him to hold back the message of God from them.

Just as God was unwilling to give up on the Ninevites, so He also was unwilling to let 
Jonah go his own way. While Jonah was running from God, God was pursuing Jonah, 
and the means of that pursuit was a mighty storm. The storm that God “hurled” into 
the sea was so terrible that the hardened sailors suddenly turned very religious. There are 
no atheists in foxholes, or on ships in a God-sized storm! 

Eventually the crew knew what Jonah knew, that this storm was no accident 
but instead was brought on by Jonah’s disobedience. Jonah simply could have 
acknowledged his disobedience, asking the crew to turn around and row for shore, for 
he had resolved to stop running from God (a pointless endeavor anyway). But Jonah, 
even now, was too full of pride and hatred to bend his will to that of God’s. He would 
rather die: 

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. 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.

Do you typically see yourself as Jonah in this story or as the Ninevites? 
Why is it important that we learn from both?
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2.  God forgives Jonah and the Ninevites (Jonah 2:7–3:5).

Apparently, the belly of a great fish is a fine place to reevaluate your priorities. Jonah, 
like the Ninevites, was disobedient, living in the middle of God’s discipline, and he 
needed to repent and ask for forgiveness. He had to, in a sense, preach the message 
to himself that God had given him for the Ninevites. And when he applied the same 
message to himself, he was thankful for the same character of God that had driven him 
to such rage days earlier. Jonah 2:7-9 records part of Jonah’s prayer from inside the fish: 

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.

How has God used discipline in your own life to bring you in line with 
His will? 

Put yourself in Jonah’s place. How would your perspective have changed 
after being inside the great fish? 
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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.

There were no flourishes, no clever illustrations. Unlike some of his contemporary 
prophets, Jonah wasn’t required to illustrate his message through physical actions. 
Instead, it was a simple pronouncement of God’s judgment. Miraculously, the message 
was incredibly effective. 

When we are called to speak the Word of God, we might feel inadequate, afraid, 
or vulnerable as we do it. But the bowing of the mighty city of Nineveh reminds us 
that God’s Word is living, active, and able to cut to the soul and spirit of humankind 
(Heb. 4:12). We can speak the Word of God confidently, not because we are great 
orators but because of the inherent power present in the gospel message of Jesus Christ. 

Not only that, but we can preach the message of repentance with hope in our hearts, for 
the city of Nineveh repented from the least to the greatest, and God saw what they had 
done and relented of His judgment. He did the same thing with us when we repented 
and trusted in His grace through Jesus Christ; He will do so again and again with every 
sinner who repents and turns to Jesus. 

Does it surprise you that Jonah’s simple message was so effective? 
Why or why not? 
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3.  God exposes the source of Jonah’s anger (Jonah 4:1-4).

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?”

What did God want Jonah to realize with His question? 

How would you respond if the Lord asked you why you were angry 
with Him? 

Despite all that had happened in the previous few 
days of Jonah’s life, he was still unwilling to 
confront his own heart issues. Like the Ninevites 
who were clinging to idols, Jonah was clinging to 
the idol of his own hatred. He simply couldn’t let 
it go, and his refusal to do so revealed that though 
He intellectually recognized the magnitude of 
God’s gracious compassion, he could not put it 
into practice himself. 

Like Jonah, we must confront the long-held 
prejudice and hatred in our hearts that might 
cause us to withhold forgiveness and compassion 
from others. When we bear ill will toward others, we show that we have not truly 
understood and experienced the fullness of God’s grace given to us. 

 Voices from  
the Church
“God breaks down walls 
and leads His people out 
into the world with good 
news: forgiveness is possible 
through repentance and faith. 
Tribal attitudes melt away 
when constantly exposed 
to the warm embrace of our 
missionary God.” 2 

–Trevin Wax 
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Later, in the New Testament, Jesus told a story that relates our own experience of 
forgiveness to the way we forgive others (see Matt. 18:21-35). In response to Peter’s 
question about how much and often we must forgive others, Jesus told a story about 
a servant who had been forgiven an extravagant debt. Having had his own account 
settled, he promptly went out and found one of his fellow slaves who owed him a 
relatively small debt. Instead of extending the same forgiveness he had received, “seizing 
him, he began to choke him, saying, ‘Pay what you owe.’ ” (Matt. 18:28). 

Later, the master heard about all that had happened and summoned the slave: “ ‘You 
wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. And should 
not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?’ And in anger 
his master delivered him to the jailers, until he should pay all his debt. So also my 
heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from 
your heart” (Matt. 18:32-35). 

The truth is Jonah was right. The Ninevites 
deserved to be punished for their wickedness. 
No doubt there are people in your life and in our 
culture who deserve the righteous judgment of 
God—just as we also do. Jonah likewise deserved 
to be punished for his disobedience. The sailors 
even deserved to be swallowed up by the sea for 
their idolatry. But as Jonah feared, God is gracious 
and compassionate. Why do we rejoice in the 
troubles of others? We love the grace of God as long 
as it applies to us, but we become disgruntled with a 
God who loves our enemies. 

Yet these are precisely the people whom we are 
meant to run toward. But so many of us find 
ourselves in the same state as Jonah, emotionally 
distancing ourselves from the people whom God loves. Logically we know that we 
cannot hide from God, but that does not stop us from trying. 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
21. God Is Merciful

Mercy refers to God’s 
compassion and is 
often expressed in God 
withholding something, 
such as punishment for 
sin (Eph. 2:4-5; Titus 3:5). 
Both mercy and grace 
are undeserved, meaning 
humanity can do nothing to 
earn God’s mercy and grace. 
If one could, then it would 
no longer be the free gift of 
mercy or grace.
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Conclusion 

The sad story of Jonah reveals how deeply we 
can resent other people. We draw lines based on 
culture, race, disease, and background, and those 
lines cause us to be disobedient to God’s plan. 
But as we see from Jonah, God wants to reach 
the unreachable. 

Perhaps the saddest part of the story of Jonah is 
that we don’t know how it ends. Did the prophet 
come to his senses and repent himself? Did he 
die up on that hill? Did he return to Israel as a 
bitter and angry man, never to be used of God 
again? While Jonah’s ending is uncertain, ours is 
still before us. How will your story end? Will you 
sit on the hill of disobedience, or will you rejoice 
in and share of the gracious character of God 
in Christ? 

CHRIST CONNECTION: Jonah was a prophet who rejected God’s call and 
ran away from his enemies. Jesus heard God’s call and ran toward His 
enemies. While we were still sinners, He died for us. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“For Jonah was a servant, 
but I am the Master; and he 
came forth from the great 
fish, but I rose from death. 
He proclaimed destruction, 
but I am come preaching the 
good tidings of the kingdom. 
The Ninevites indeed 
believed without a sign, but 
I have exhibited many signs. 
They heard nothing more 
than words, but I have made 
it impossible to deny the 
truth. The Ninevites came to 
be ministered to, but I, the 
very Master and Lord of all, 
have come not threatening, 
not demanding an account, 
but bringing pardon.” 3 

–John Chrysostom  
(circa 347-407) 
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1.  What prejudices and sinful attitudes do we need to confess so we can obey 
Jesus’ command to make disciples of all nations?

2.  What are some specific ways we should be relying on the power of 
God’s Word in our group? In our church? In our community?

3.  Whom does God want to reach in your life? Are you running away from or 
toward that person? How can God use you to call that person to Himself?

HIS MISSION, YOUR MISSION

MISSIONAL APPLICATION: God calls us to put aside our tribal 
attitudes and break down walls as we share the news that 
forgiveness is possible through repentance and faith. 
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