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ALL IN THE PAST

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 f rom the presence of 
the Lord. He went down to Joppa and found a ship go-
ing to Tarshish. So he paid the fare and went on board, to go 
with them to Tarshish, away from the presence of the Lord  
( Jon. 1:1–3).

Jonah! H�s name means dove �n Hebrew, but how d�fferent from 
the first dove wh�ch flew from the ark to find dry land where 

the k�ngdom of God m�ght be re-establ�shed after the judgment 
of the flood.

Jonah! On reflect�on how l�ttle the B�ble seems to say about 
the deta�ls of h�s personal l�fe. H�s own book �dent�fies h�m �n the 
br�efest and s�mplest of fash�ons:

Now the word of the LORd came to Jonah the son of Am�tta�,  
say�ng,  2 ‘Ar�se, go to N�neveh, that great c�ty . . .’ 

But these words at least prov�de a clue to enable us to track 
down th�s elus�ve prophet of God. They �dent�fy h�m w�th the  
Jonah who rece�ves honourable ment�on �n the Books of the 
K�ngs:
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In the fifteenth year of Amaz�ah the son of Joash, k�ng of 
Judah, Jeroboam the son of Joash, k�ng of Israel, began to 
re�gn �n Samar�a, and he re�gned forty-one years. 24 And he 
d�d what was ev�l �n the s�ght of the Lord. He d�d not depart 
from all the s�ns of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, wh�ch he 
made Israel to s�n. 25 He restored the border of Israel from 
Lebo-hamath as far as the Sea of the Arabah, according to 
the word of the Lord, the God of Israel, which he spoke by his 
servant Jonah the son of Amittai, the prophet, who was from 
Gath-hepher. 26 For the Lord saw that the affl�ct�on of Israel 
was very b�tter, for there was none left, bond or free, and there 
was none to help Israel. 27 But the Lord had not sa�d that he 
would blot out the name of Israel from under heaven, so he 
saved them by the hand of Jeroboam the son of Joash (2 Kings 
14:23–27).

From these verses we are able to put together some parts of the 
j�gsaw puzzle of Jonah’s l�fe. when we do so, the �mpress�on we are 
left w�th �s that, l�v�ng �n adm�ttedly dark and d�fficult days, Jonah 
was a man who enjoyed a number of �nvaluable sp�r�tual pr�v�leges. 
In order to understand h�s fl�ght from God, we w�ll need to con-
s�der what these were.

THE PRIVILEGE OF SERVICE
Jonah was God’s servant (2 Kings 14:25). He was God’s bond-slave, 
called to advance God’s k�ngdom through obed�ence to h�s w�ll. But 
the t�tle ‘servant’ has a r�cher mean�ng even than th�s. Frequently 
�t appears as a techn�cal term �n the Old Testament, for someone 
who has been spec�ally set apart by God for a un�que purpose. That  
�s why the great figure of the Suffer�ng Mess�ah who emerges from 
the shadows �n Isa�ah 52:13–53:12 �s �ntroduced by God as ‘my serv-
ant’. In s�m�lar ve�n God speaks through Amos about ‘h�s servants 
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the prophets’ (Amos 3:7). Those words underl�ne for us the nature  
of Jonah’s privilege as a prophet; for what Amos wrote was th�s:

For the Lord God does noth�ng w�thout reveal�ng h�s secret 
to h�s servants the prophets. 

Jonah belonged to that pr�v�leged band of men who had stood �n 
the presence of God and felt the pressure of h�s w�ll upon the�r 
sp�r�ts. They heard h�s unm�stakable vo�ce tell�ng them what he 
was about to perform among the nat�ons.

One of the Old Testament’s words for a prophet �s ‘a seer’. He 
was a man who had �ns�ght, who ‘saw’ �nto the purposes of the 
eternal God, and was d�v�nely comm�ss�oned to br�ng God’s people 
under the pract�cal author�ty of h�s word. Jonah was a man of th�s 
order.

wh�le we cannot say for certa�n whether the passage �n 2 K�ngs 
refers to a per�od before or after Jonah’s summons to N�neveh, �t 
would more naturally seem to refer to Jonah’s earlier m�n�stry. If 
that �s so, our p�cture of Jonah’s pr�v�leges as God’s servant �s clar�-
fied. For these words suggest that h�s serv�ce was crowned w�th a 
measure of fru�tfulness and success. People remembered what he 
preached. H�s message stuck �n the�r m�nds and, more �mportant, 
h�s prophec�es were fulfilled. That was the ch�ef test of whether a 
prophet was sent by God or not (cf. Deut. 13:1 ff.). And �n the case 
of Jonah, h�story unfolded just as he sa�d �t would.

what an extraord�nary pr�v�lege �t must have been to be the 
mouthp�ece of God �n th�s way! But that was only the beg�nn�ng 
of h�s sp�r�tual �nher�tance.

THE PRIVILEGE OF A SENSE OF dESTINy
In general terms 2 K�ngs 14 g�ves us suff�c�ent �nformat�on to 
�dent�fy the t�mes �n wh�ch Jonah l�ved. It was a t�me of cr�s�s 
for God’s people. K�ngs ‘d�d what was ev�l �n the s�ght of the 
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Lord’ (2 Kings 14:24) w�th solemn consequences for the nat�on’s 
l�fe. But those were also days �n wh�ch God was at work. Jonah’s  
�mmed�ate predecessors �n the prophet�c m�n�stry were El�jah and 
El�sha. dur�ng the�r l�fet�me God had broken through the s�lence 
of prev�ous generat�ons and was once aga�n ra�s�ng up h�s servants 
to speak h�s word w�th grace and power to the people. Aga�nst the 
dark backcloth of s�n and rebell�on there stood out l�ttle gl�mmers 
of l�ght and hope. Jonah appears to have been one of th�s new  
order of prophets called by God.

It is characteristic of such men that they are deeply conscious of a sense 
of destiny.  To be a true prophet of God, and to be made aware that 
God has a dest�ny for one’s l�fe, were almost synonymous �n the 
th�nk�ng of the Old Testament. In every age those who have been 
of serv�ce to God’s k�ngdom, whether publ�cly or pr�vately, known 
or unknown, have been consc�ous of th�s sense of dest�ny. They 
have devoted the�r l�ves to �t.

we find the same consc�ousness �n Paul. He recogn�zed that he 
was ‘one unt�mely born’ (1 Cor. 15:8). By nature he d�d not fit �n to 
the expected order of th�ngs. He was an apostle only because of the 
spec�al mercy of God �n h�s l�fe (1 Tim. 1:12–16). Over and over 
aga�n he �ns�sted that �t was God who had called h�m and set h�m 
apart for h�s evangel�st�c and church-bu�ld�ng m�n�str�es.

Naturally, such a sense of dest�ny �s a burden. But �t �s also a 
bless�ng. It safeguards us from fall�ng to many temptat�ons. Paul 
aga�n �s an example. From the moment of h�s convers�on God had 
g�ven h�m an �nkl�ng about the course of h�s future serv�ce (see Acts 
26:16–18). He had been called by God to be an evangel�st to the 
Gent�les (see Acts 9:15; 22:15). But �t was some t�me before th�s 
took effect when, through the Holy Sp�r�t, the church at Ant�och 
recogn�zed that God was call�ng h�m to a very spec�al m�n�stry 
(Acts 13:i ff.). In later years, when Paul suffered as a pr�soner, and 
exper�enced hardsh�p, he was wonderfully susta�ned by th�s sense 
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of dest�ny. He recogn�zed that he was a pr�soner ‘on behalf of you 
Gent�les’ (Eph. 3:1). He knew what he was for! That knowledge 
meant everyth�ng to h�m �n t�mes of darkness and stress.

Few things are more important for the Christian than to have a con-
scious sense of God’s destiny. That dest�ny may not be one of sp�r�tual 
fame. That �s of secondary �mportance. what �s �mportant �s that 
we have some sense of what we are for.

Joshua, the successor of Moses, had to learn th�s lesson the 
hard way. The narrat�ve of the capture of Jer�cho �s preceded by 
the strange story of Joshua’s encounter w�th ‘a man was stand�ng 
before h�m w�th h�s drawn sword �n h�s hand.’ Joshua (naturally 
enough for the commander of Israel’s mass�ve numbers) asks: 
‘Are you for us, or for our adversar�es?’ ( Josh. 5:13). The answer he  
rece�ves �s calculated to turn �ns�de-out h�s whole way of th�nk�ng: 
‘No; but I am the commander of the army of the Lord. Now I 
have come.’ Joshua fell to the ground �n worsh�p! The real ques-
t�on was not: who was th�s strange figure for? It was: who was 
Joshua for? d�d Joshua grasp the true nature of h�s dest�ny? Was 
he for the Lord?

Th�s knowledge ought to be one of the great mot�vat�ng forces 
�n our l�ves. It became that �n Queen Esther’s. Fearful to �ntercede 
for God’s people although they faced poss�ble ann�h�lat�on, she was 
urged on to serve the Lord by Mordeca�’s penetrat�ng words: ‘And 
who knows whether you have not come to the k�ngdom for such a 
time as this?’ (Esther 4:14). It was th�s quest�on wh�ch drew from 
her l�ps the vow to do what God had made her for: ‘and �f I per�sh, I 
per�sh’ (Esther 4:16).

The same k�nd of mot�vat�on susta�ned Nehem�ah. d�stracted on 
every hand, tempted to g�ve up the work of rebu�ld�ng the walls of 
Jerusalem, he recogn�zed what God had called h�m to Jerusalem for, 
‘I am do�ng a great work and I cannot come down. why should the 
work stop wh�le I leave �t ?’ (Neh. 6:3).
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There appears to be a d�rect relat�onsh�p between our usefulness 
�n the serv�ce of God and the sense of dest�ny we have that, what-
ever happens, we are do�ng the work to wh�ch God has called us.

Jonah must have known someth�ng of th�s. He was God’s man, 
God’s servant, God’s prophet. He had come to know God’s w�ll 
for h�s l�fe. when we meet h�m �n the open�ng words of the Book 
of Jonah, God �s once more mak�ng �t clear to h�m what he �s for. 
That �s a pr�v�lege beyond pr�ce!

THE PRIVILEGE OF SPIRITUAL FELLOwSHIP

we naturally tend to th�nk that these Old Testament prophets 
emerged from obscur�ty. El�jah, for example, str�kes us as a k�nd 
of ‘now you see me, now you don’t’ figure, as he appears and d�s-
appears w�th the message of God. One day, �t seems, Amos �s 
tend�ng the flock, and the next day he �s procla�m�ng God’s word 
(Amos 7:15).  Consequently our natural �ncl�nat�on �s to see the 
prophets as �solated stars �n the sky, �nd�v�duals and somet�mes 
�nd�v�dual�sts (the melancholy Jerem�ah, the eccentr�c Ezek�el).

But God only appears to work suddenly. In fact h�s movements 
across the scene of human h�story are well-planned, long-rehearsed, 
and constantly �nter-related. That �s why, whenever we th�nk of 
Jonah’s background, we ought to recall to m�nd a l�ttle phrase 
wh�ch �s repeated �n the early chapters of 2 K�ngs. Frequently �n 
these chapters, set probably �n the days of Jonah’s teenage years, we 
find references to ‘the sons of the prophets’ (2 Kings 2:3, 5, 7, 15; 
4:1, 38; 5:22; 6:1). These words g�ve a h�nt of what God was do�ng. 
He was gather�ng around the prophets young men, devoted to h�s 
name, g�fted �n h�s serv�ce, and loyal to h�s servants. They served 
the prophets El�jah and El�sha, were exposed to the�r m�n�stry 
of the word of God, and bore a relat�on to them s�m�lar to that 
wh�ch T�mothy bore to the Apostle Paul. They were tra�ned for the  
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advance of God’s k�ngdom �n these ‘schools of the prophets’.  
El�sha �n part�cular (h�mself a ‘son’ of El�jah) was a lead�ng figure 
�n th�s new movement of God’s Sp�r�t.

There �s no way of know�ng whether Jonah ever belonged to 
one of the ‘schools of the prophets’. But he belonged to the�r 
generat�on. Indeed an old Jew�sh legend (and legend, alas �t �s!) 
affirms that Jonah was actually the son of the w�dow of Zarephath, 
and had been ra�sed from the dead by El�jah for future m�n�stry  
(1 Kings 17:7–24). It seems more than l�kely therefore that Jonah  
e�ther was h�mself one of the ‘sons of the prophets’, or at least 
knew many of them. Under these c�rcumstances, he would have 
made every effort to enjoy the tremendous sp�r�tual encourage-
ments of fellowsh�p w�th l�ke-m�nded young men (and women 
too! – see 2 Kings 4:1). 

Early years of sp�r�tual fellowsh�p �nvested �n study, prayer, 
d�scuss�on, evangel�sm, and the sheer exh�larat�on of seek-
�ng to d�scover the w�ll of God for our own l�ves, and the 
purpose of God for our fellowsh�p, repay vast d�v�dends �n the  
future. Is there anyth�ng to be compared w�th the fr�endsh�ps 
forged then �n the heat of fellowsh�p? Th�s comradesh�p lasts, and 
does not seem to be d�m�n�shed by d�stance or by t�me. we ought 
to thank God w�th all our hearts �f we have had the pr�v�lege of 
be�ng bound together w�th fellow Chr�st�ans l�ke th�s, to l�ve and 
to d�e for Chr�st and h�s cause.

Three inestimable privileges: Serv�ce, a Sense of dest�ny, and  
Sp�r�tual Fellowsh�p. These form the background to the l�fe of 
Jonah when we meet h�m �n the open�ng verses of h�s book. Th�s 
Jonah, to whom the word of God now comes, �s a man r�ch �n 
sp�r�tual bless�ngs. H�s past l�fe reads l�ke a rare ped�gree. But when 
we come upon h�m now, desp�te all h�s past pr�v�leges and useful-
ness, he �s a man who sl�ps, stumbles, and falls. The first lesson we 
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learn �s not so much the wonder of the pr�v�leges we may enjoy, 
but rather th�s solemn truth: No past privilege, nor all past privi-
leges together; no past obedience, nor fruitfulness in service, can ever 
substitute for present obedience to the Word of God. Great bless�ngs 
only br�ng present fru�tfulness when they are met w�th cont�nu�ng 
obed�ence.

when we first encounter Jonah, therefore, he �s no longer the 
man he once was. The reasons w�ll eventually unravel themselves 
as we read through h�s b�ography. But before we do so, we must 
recogn�ze the pract�cal �mportance, and �ndeed urgency, of d�-
rect�ng these quest�ons to ourselves: Am I l�v�ng w�th only the  
memor�es of obed�ence �n my l�fe?  Am I subst�tut�ng my past sp�r-
�tual record for the press�ng respons�b�l�ty of present subm�ss�on to 
the w�ll of God?

It �s poss�ble for men to say to Chr�st: ‘Lord, Lord, d�d we not 
do many m�ghty works �n your name?’, but, through fa�lure fully 
and wholeheartedly to serve h�m to the end, hear these words: ‘I 
never knew you; depart from me’ (Matt. 7:22–23). Past pr�v�leges 
and bless�ngs serve then only to magn�fy the shame of our d�sobe-
d�ence. How much we need to take to heart that �t �s one th�ng to 
beg�n, another to cont�nue, and yet another to fin�sh the course.


