Jonah 

Chapter 3

Jonah Goes to Nineveh 
 Then the word of the LORD came to Jonah a second time: ﻿2﻿ “Go to the great city of Nineveh and proclaim to it the message I give you.” ﻿3﻿ Jonah obeyed the word of the LORD and went to Nineveh. Now Nineveh was a very important city—a visit required three days. ﻿4﻿ On the first day, Jonah started into the city. He proclaimed: “Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned.” ﻿5﻿ The Ninevites believed God. They declared a fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth. ﻿6﻿ When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, took off his royal robes, covered himself with sackcloth and sat down in the dust. ﻿7﻿ Then he issued a proclamation in Nineveh: “By the decree of the king and his nobles: Do not let any man or beast, herd or flock, taste anything; do not let them eat or drink. ﻿8﻿ But let man and beast be covered with sackcloth. Let everyone call urgently on God. Let them give up their evil ways and their violence. ﻿9﻿ Who knows? God may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will not perish.” ﻿10﻿ When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had compassion and did not bring upon them the destruction he had threatened. 

3:1 CAME A SECOND TIME – The disobedient prophet had received a severe lesson at the hand of God, but now he profited by this lesson and was ready to undertake the commission which he had originally been issued to him.  He has sinned, repented and been forgiven and now is given another opportunity to serve.
Peter would later experience a similar reinstatement into his office as an apostle (John 21:15-19).  When Peter called the Lord “the God of all grace” (1 Peter 5:10), he showed he fully understood how the Lord could re-commission him by grace, pure and undeserved grace.  (PBC)
3:2 GREAT CITY OF NINEVEH – It was the capital of Assyria and had a population of 120,000 people.  But they couldn’t tell left hand from right and were in need of God’s compassion.  It was called “the Robber City” because it overran and robbed other countries to enrich itself.  God, however, regarded it as great because he can use it to illustrate his mercy and glory.
Jonah 4:11 mentions there were “a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from their left.”  We understand this to refer to children who had not yet reached the age of discretion (Deut 1:39).  Adding an older brother or sister and two parents to the family of each of the 120,000 gives a rough estimate of perhaps 500,000 inhabitants in Nineveh. (PBC)
      proclaim to it the message I give you. A prophet was the bearer of a message from God, not primarily a foreteller of coming events. (CSB)
Literally, the proclamation I m about to say to you.  The first time the Lord told Jonah to “preach against [Nineveh] because of its wickedness has come up before me” (1:2).  The second time the Lord’s directive to Jonah was less specific, implying the Lord would brief Jonah on the way regarding what to preach.  (PBC)
3:3 obeyed. But reluctantly, still wanting the Ninevites to be destroyed (4:1–5). (CSB)
      very important city.† See 4:11, which says the city had more than 120,000 inhabitants. Archaeological excavations indicate that the later imperial city of Nineveh was about eight miles around. The fact, however, that “a visit required three days” may suggest a larger area, such as the four-city complex of Nineveh, Rehoboth Ir, Calah and Resen mentioned in Ge 10:11–12. Greater Nineveh covered an area of some 60 miles in circumference. On the other hand, “three days” may have been a conventional way of describing a medium-length distance (see Ge 30:36; Ex 3:18; Jos 9:16–17). Or the term may refer to a “preaching circuit” through the city’s gates and plazas. (CSB)
Here were stationed the fierce troops and the swift cavalry of the king.  The citizens of Nineveh felt secure behind its massive walls – 100 feet high and broad enough for three chariots to be driven abreast on the roadway running along its top.  (PBC)

      VISIT REQUIRED THREE DAYS – There are basically three interpretations.  
1. The three days was the time required to walk the circumference of the city. 

2. Another interpretation understands the three days’ journey as the time required to walk through Nineveh. 

3. The three days’ walk is interpreted by many to be the time required to trvel the main streets and neighborhoods.

This commentary prefers the third interpretation.  (PBC)
3:4 STARTED INTO THE CITY – Commenced his day’s journey in the city and as he found a suitable place, uttered his warning cry, not necessarily continuing in one straight course, but going to the most frequented spots.

      FORTY MORE DAYS – The respite granted is fixed at 40 days, according to the number which, even as early as the flood, was taken as the measure for determining the delaying of visitation of God.
The number forty is often associated with testing and judgment.  (PBC)
      BE OVERTURNED – Destroyed from the very foundation same as Sodom and Gomorrah.
We can learn a double lesson from Jonah’s effective preaching. First, he was brief and to the point.  He let the Word do the talking for him.  Second, Jonah did not seek to draw attention to himself by his preaching.  (PBC)
3:5–6 fast … sackcloth … dust. Customary signs of humbling oneself in repentance (see 1Ki 21:27; Ne 9:1). (CSB)
Here is the greatest miracle in the book of Jonah and one of the greatest in all of Scripture.  An entire city brought to repentance.  Think of it – perhaps a half-million people.  What a miracle of mercy!  (PBC)

3:5 believed God. This may mean that the Ninevites genuinely turned to the Lord (cf. Mt 12:41). On the other hand, their belief in God may have gone no deeper than had the sailors’ fear of God (see note on 1:16). At least they took the prophet’s warning seriously and acted accordingly.      (CSB)
The Hebrew word for “believed” is the word from which “Amen” is derived.  In effect the Ninevites said “Amen, it is true.” To Jonah’s message.  (PBC)
3:6 king of Nineveh. King of Assyria. (CSB)
3:8 Inclusion of the domestic animals was unusual and expressed the urgency with which the Ninevites sought mercy. (CSB)
Animals were considered a part of the person who owned them.  Therefore, whatever they suffered was suffered by their owner.  The lowing of the cattle and the bleating of the sheep, hungry and thirsty during the fast, was symbolic of their owner’s cry for mercy and forgiveness.  The Greek historian Herodotus (450 BC) describes how a Persian army mourned the loss of a cavalry leader by cutting of their horses’ hair as well as their own.  (PBC)

Romans 8:19-22, “﻿19﻿ The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. ﻿20﻿ For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope ﻿21﻿ that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. 

22﻿ We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.”
The king’s decree is similar to the Lord’s call to repentance issued by His prophet Joel to Israel.  (PBC)

Joel 2:12-14, “﻿12﻿ ‘Even now,‘ declares the LORD, ‘return to me with all your heart, with

Fasting and weeping and mourning.‘ ﻿13﻿ Rend your heart and not your garments. Return

to the LORD your God, for he is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and

abounding in love, and he relents from sending calamity. ﻿14﻿ Who knows? He may turn

and have pity and leave behind a blessing— grain offerings and drink offerings for the

LORD your God.” 

3:9 God often responds in mercy to man’s repentance by canceling threatened punishment (v. 10). See note on Jer 18:7–10. (CSB)
3:10 HE HAD COMPAASION ON THEM – This does not involve a change in God.  He ever hates sin and pities and loves the sinner.  This is so both before and after the sinner’s repentance.

Whether all the Ninevites of that generation continued in their new faith, we do not know.  No doubt many grew careless and allowed their faith to be choked off like the plant in Jesus’ parable of the sower (Matthew 13:20ff).  At any rate, some 150 years later, in 612 BC, Nineveh was destroyed.  Were there any believers left then?  We do not know; we can only hope so.  (PBC)
Luke 15:7 “I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.”

1 John 1:9 “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.”

4

