
THE STORY BEHIND THE STORY OF JONAH 
 
 

Who wrote the book and When 
In contrast to other prophetical books, this book does not record the name of its author. It takes its name 
from the chief person in the story, a prophet who at one time correctly predicted the growth of the 
northern kingdom Israel under Jeroboam II (2 Kings 14:23,25). A further contrast to other prophetical books 
is that Jonah contains little of the prophet’s actual preaching. The book is mostly narrative and, again in 
contrast to most of the prophetical writings, is mostly in prose. 
 

Those times and outlooks 
During the reign of Jeroboam II (793-753 BC), the Northern Kingdom enjoyed such prosperity that people 
easily developed selfish nationalistic attitudes. Even God’s prophet Jonah was affected by this narrow-
minded spirit.  The book was likely to have been written in the later years of Jeroboam or soon after.   
 
No doubt Jonah was satisfied to see the fulfilment of his forecasts of Jeroboam’s victories. He would have 
been far more satisfied to see the downfall of Assyria, whose rising power was about the only threat that 
Israel saw to its own independence. Already Assyria’s capital Nineveh was threatened by an enemy from 
the north. (Later Nineveh was destroyed in 612BC, but a combination of the Babylonians and Medes.) 
Jonah was therefore surprised and angry when God told him to go and warn Nineveh of the coming attack. 
He was to urge the people to repent of their wickedness so that they might avoid a terrifying destruction 
(Jonah 3:4-5,10). 
 
The Assyrians became a menace again.  And in 722 BC they destroyed the Northern Kingdom.  In 701BC, 
Assyrian king Sennacherib fails to destroy Judah also (King Hezekiah). 
 
Context: Rome was founded in 753BC.  Greeks adopt alphabet writing in 8thC BC. 
 

Jonah in the New Testament 
Jonah’s home town, Gath-hepher, was less than an hour’s walk from Nazareth.  In Matthew 12:38-41, Jesus 
refers to Jonah’s experience as a pointer to his own resurrection. In a sense do Jonah’s experience at the 
end of chapter 2 is a kind of ‘resurrection’, and does the rest of Jonah’s story prefigure in the open 
salvation of Jesus Christ after his resurrection. 
 
In Luke11:29-32, Matt 16:4-17, Jesus says Jonah is a sign to the present unbelieving generation because of 
their failure to repent, as the Ninevites did.  
 
Also note that as well as being treated seriously in Judaism and Christianity, the story of Jonah (Yunus) 
appears in the Quran, as a short but effective summary.   
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