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SCOTT’S SUMMARY: 
 
The size of Nineveh 
 
The exact size is unknown.  There is difficult accurately translating large numbers in 
ancient Hebrews due to the variable meaning of the word we translate “thousand.”  It 
was an exceedingly large and magnificent city.  Some historians believe that the famed 
hanging gardens of Babylon were really in Nineveh.   It is my opinion that some of the 
information you come across in commentaries regarding the cities size, it’s number of 
towers, etc., is not well referenced and of dubious quality. 
 
Did it take three days?  One could imagine how difficult it would be to navigate through 
a crowded city with disordered streets it certainly might take several days to see the 
whole thing.  An alternative explanation is that the Nineveh metropolis included several 
cities (Think Ft. Worth-Dallas-Plano, TX) and it took three days to get to all of them.   
 
There is a good BBC News Magazine article from 2015:  “The Men who uncovered 
Assyria,” that gives some good historical background on the archaeology of the ancient 
city as well as some of the destruction that was occurring at the time of ISIS’s height of 
power.  https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-31941827	
	
	
DISCUSSION:	
	
1. When	was	a	time	you	got	a	second	chance	even	though	you	didn’t	deserve	it,	a	warning	

instead	of	a	traffic	ticket,	or	the	opportunity	to	re-take	a	test.	How	did	you	feel?		How	
long	did	that	feeling	last?	
Regrettably	that	feeling	too	often	fades	quickly…	

2. God	gives	Jonah	multiple	chances	to	be	obedient.		Who	are	some	other	Bible	characters	
that	also	receive	multiple	chances?	

a. What	positive	lessons	can	we	learn	from	these	characters?	
					God’s	patience,	His	ability	to	still	use	us	after	failure	

b. What	false	ideas	or	negative	lessons	might	we	learn	from	them?	
	I	can	get	away	with	it.		He	will	always	forgive	me	(He	will,	but	there	may	be	a	steep	
price	to	pay,	just	ask	Jonah).		That	there	will	always	be	a	second	chance.	

3. The	people	repent	before	word	reaches	the	king.	What	does	this	reveal	about	their	
repentance?			
It	was	sincere.	

4. Jonah	3	suggests	three	aspects	of	repentance:		Sorrowful	mourning	over	sin	(vv.	5-8a),	
Turning	from	sin	(v.	8),	Turning	to	God	in	faith	(vv.	8-9).	

a. Which	of	these	do	you	find	most	difficult?			
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b. Why	is	it	important	to	include	all	three	of	these	elements	(i.e.	what	would	be	

missing	if	one	of	them	was	left	out)?			
5. Scripture	sometimes	refers	to	repentance	as	a	gift	from	God	(cf.	Acts	11:18,	2	Tim	2:25).	

a. How	should	this	affect	the	way	we	fight	sin	in	our	own	lives?			
b. How	should	it	affect	the	way	we	relate	to	other	people	(fellow	believers	and	

unbelievers)?			
6. Who	would	you	consider	the	modern	day	‘Ninevites’?	

a. Do	you	long	for	God	to	show	them	grace	and	forgive	them?			
b. What	might	your	response	to	that	question	this	reveal	about	you?			
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III. GOD’S SECOND COMMISSION 
AND JONAH’S OBEDIENCE (3:1–10)

1. God’s Renewal of His Commission 
(3:1–2)

1 "en 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.”

!is chapter brings resolution to the 

primary storyline of the Book of Jonah, 

for it relates the fulfillment of God’s word 

concerning both Nineveh and Jonah. 

Jonah finally obeys God and preaches in 

Nineveh, and the greatest miracle in the 

book takes place: the turning or repen-

tance of an entire nation to God.

Having experienced the miraculous 

expulsion from the belly of the fish, 

Jonah found himself on dry land. Verses 1

and 2 do not mention his emotional state, 

so we are le" to conjecture. Did he expect 

events to occur in this way? !ough he 

had hoped for deliverance, did he expect 

it so soon? How long did it take him to 

regain a sense of composure? Did he sim-

ply wait in place for God to speak to him 

again? While the Scripture obviously 

does not deal with these ma#ers, we may 

surmise that there was at least a brief 

period in which Jonah sought to regain a 

sense of composure and stability.

3:1 If we read the Book of Jonah in one 

si#ing, these words will be familiar, for 

3:1–2 is strikingly similar to 1:1–2. In a 

sense Jonah was back to where he began. 

However, the Jonah in chap. 3 is some-

what different from the person found in 

chap. 1. Much had happened, and many 

lessons were learned, but the process of 

discipleship obviously was not yet com-

plete. !e text simply points out that God 

spoke to Jonah again. !ere is no men-

tion of reproach for the prophet’s former 

disobedience. !e Lord simply repeated 

his command. While Jonah had taken 

quite a detour since the first command, 

God’s will remained steadfast.

Although God’s word came to Jonah a 

second time, demonstrating his forbear-

ance and mercy, examples in Scripture 

show that not everyone has a second 

chance to do what God has commanded 

(cf. Gen 3; Num 20:12; 1 Kgs 13:26). How-

ever, this text should bring thanksgiving 

to the heart of every believer who has 

been given another opportunity to do 

what God requires. !is text, more 

than anything else, points to God’s 

sovereignty and his insistence upon the 

accomplishment of his will. As J. Baldwin 

has wri#en, “He will not be frustrated by 

the effrontery of a prophet, nor has he 

allowed the prophet to wander indefi-
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nitely off course.”1

3:2 !is verse is almost identical to 1:2

except for the final clause (see Introduc-

tion, “Structure,” p. 219). It uses the same 

three imperatives in Hebrew, literally, 

“Arise, go … proclaim.” But in 1:2 the rea-

son for Jonah’s mission is given, while in 

3:2 the stress is on delivering God’s 

words. Although the precise content of 

the message Jonah was commanded to 

preach to this Assyrian city is not yet 

mentioned, two things are made clear: 

where he should preach and the source of 

the message. Jonah was given specific 

“marching orders” about the destination. 

He also was reminded that the message 

would not come from him nor from 

anyone else, but only from the Lord. His 

job was to deliver the message, not to cri-

tique or revise it.2

!e clause “I give you” is literally 

“which I am speaking (or about to speak) 

to you.” !e question arises whether the 

message was the same as given before, a 

new one God gave at this moment, or one 

God would give upon Jonah’s arrival at 

Nineveh.3 Nevertheless, the text con-

firms that Jonah was assured of God’s 

revelation, and he was commanded to 

preach that message. !e verb used here 

for “proclaim” is the one that occurs so 

many times in Jonah meaning either 

“proclaim” or “call” (see comments on 

1:2). It suggests a formal type of 

announcement, such as one made by an 

official messenger or ambassador. !is 

lends credence to the importance of the 

message.

2. !e Prophet’s Preaching and Nin-
eveh’s Response (3:3–9)

1 
J. Baldwin, “Jonah,” in !e Minor Prophets: An 

Exegetical and Expository Commentary, ed. T. E. 

McComiskey (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993), 

2:576.

2 
D. Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, WBC (Dallas: Word, 

1987), 482. Another difference in 1:2 and 3:2 is 

that in 1:2 the verb קרא governs the preposi-

tional phrase ָעֶליָה, “against it,” which ends 

the main clause, whereas in 3:2 it governs 

 to it,” followed by the object“ ,ֵאֶליָה

 the proclamation,” with its“ ,ֶאת־ַהְּקִריָאה

modifying relative clause. As J. Sasson 

explains: “!e first time around, Nineveh is 

simply being served with a death warrant. In 

this case, however, God commissions Jonah 

with a qerîʾâ; Nineveh, therefore, will receive a 

specific message from Israel’s god” (Jonah, AB

[New York: Doubleday, 1990], 226).

3 !e Hebrew participle is translated as a past 

in the Septuagint, a present in the Vg, and a 

future in the Syr. Cf. Price and Nida, Transla-

tor’s Handbook, 52.
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(1) !e Short Sermon (3:3–4)

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 pro-
claimed: “Forty more days and Nin-
eveh will be overturned.”

3:3 !e first half of v. 3 stands in stark 
contrast to 1:3, which begins in Hebrew 
with the same two words, literally, “So 
Jonah rose.” But whereas 1:3 continues, 
“to flee to Tarshish from before Yahweh,” 
3:3 continues, “and went to Nineveh 
according to the word of Yahweh.” !e 
last time God called, Jonah headed west. 
!is time in response to God’s call he 
headed northeast. Depending upon 
Jonah’s starting place, the trip to Nineveh 
would have been approximately five 
hundred land miles. According to the 
usual manner of transport (camel or 
donkey caravan), it would have taken 
approximately one month to traverse this 
distance. Going by foot would have taken 
even longer.

Several issues are involved in interpret-
ing the clause “Nineveh was a very impor-
tant city.” First is the use of the perfect 
tense verb hāyětâ, translated “was.” As 
mentioned in the introduction, several 

scholars point to this as proof that Nin-
eveh had ceased to exist by the time of 
Jonah’s writing. Hebrew has only two so-
called tenses, and they do not necessarily 
mark time, especially in the kind of cir-
cumstantial clause found here. !e 
choice of verb form here is determined 
not by Nineveh’s former greatness but by 
syntax and the past time of the surround-
ing narrative. It emphasizes the size and 
importance of the city in Jonah’s day.4

!e phrase “a very important city” is 
literally “a city great to God.”5 Most ver-

4 See Sasson, Jonah, 228. Allen (Joel, Obadiah, 

Jonah and Micah, 221) is correct, citing G. S. 

Ogden (“Time and the Verb hyh in Old Testa-

ment Prose,” VT 21 [1971]: 453), that this verb 

only has the stative sense in direct speech and 

that in narrative it refers to the past (pp. 

451–52). But since the entire narrative refers 

to the past, Allen goes too far in saying that 

the verb here “indicates that the situation 

came to an end before the time of the author’s 

statement.” As G. C. Aalders states, “We can 

view the perfect tense as synchronistic; it says 

no more than that when Jonah went to Nin-

eveh it was a great city” (#e Problem of Jonah

[London: Tyndale, 1948], 10–11).
5 D. J. Wiseman has noted that Scripture uses 

the adjective “great” of only four cities: Baby-

lon (Dan 4:30), Jerusalem (Jer 22:8), Gibeon 

(Josh 10:2), and Nineveh.
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sions have rendered the word meaning 
“to God” (lēʾlōhîm) as an adverb such as 
“exceeding” or “very.” L. C. Allen sees this 
phrase as a striking, biblical way of 
expressing a superlative by bringing it 
into relation with God. It is simply saying 
that Nineveh was “God-sized.”6 Although 
the word ʾelōhîm may serve in this way 
elsewhere in Scripture,7 Sasson claims 
that in such cases it is always paired with a 
noun, such as “prince of God” in Gen 23:6
or “mountains of God” in Ps 36:6 [Heb., v. 
7]. He favors treating the phrase “as a 
circumlocution whereby ‘the large city’ is 
said to ‘belong’ to God.” It thus expresses 
“God’s dominion over the staunchest of 
Israel’s foes.”8 While a literal rendering 
“great to God” may be unnecessary, 
clearly God cared deeply about the 
Ninevites, whom he had created in his 
image.9 !erefore he sent this prophet 
with a message that would ultimately 
lead to their turning.

Following the phrase “great to God” 
that modifies “city” is another phrase (lit-

erally), “a journey of three days.” While 
some would dismiss this phrase as part of 
the general hyperbole or exaggeration of 
the writer,10 several scholars have shown 
that it can be understood in a literal sense 
(see Introduction, “Date,” p. 206). In the 
first century B.C., Diodorus Siculus corre-
lated all the information received from 
the fourth-century Ctesias that Nineveh’s 
total circumference was approximately 
fi"y-five miles. Given this, a three-day 
journey would be a reasonable trek 
around the city.11 On the other hand, the 
Assyrian king Sennacherib ( 704–681) 
wrote that he enlarged the circumference 
of the city of Nineveh from 9,300 to 
21,815 cubits, or from about three miles to 
seven miles.12

But Wiseman has shown that this 
phrase can relate not only to Nineveh 
proper but to the entire administrative 
district of Nineveh. !is metropolitan 
district included also the cities of Assur, 
Calah (Nimrud), and even Dur-Shar-
ruken (Khorsabad).13 !is interpretation 

6 Allen, Joel, Obadiah, Jonah and Micah, 221.
7 Cf. Joüon and Muraoka, GBH § 142n; Waltke 

and O’Connor, IBHS § 14.5b.
8 Sasson, Jonah, 228–29.
9 Gaebelein describes the significant cultural 

a#ainments of Nineveh, verified by modern 

archaeology (Servant and Dove, 112–13).

10 Fretheim states that “the author’s purposive 

use of exaggeration is especially prominent in 

this chapter” (Message of Jonah, 106).
11 Allen, Joel, Obadiah, Jonah and Micah, 221.
12 J. Walton, Jonah, BSC (Grand Rapids: Zon-

dervan, 1982), 37.
13 D. J. Wiseman, “Jonah’s Nineveh,” TynBul 30 
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is supported by Gen 10:11–12, where “that 
is the great city” seems to refer to the 
whole district covered by Nineveh, 
Rehoboth, Ir, Calah, and Resen.

Regardless of the extent of Nineveh, 
perhaps the best way of understanding 
this phrase is as a description of the type 
of visit Jonah made to the city of Nineveh. 
As the NIV has translated, Jonah’s visit to 
Nineveh was a three-day event. Nineveh 
was a major diplomatic center of the 
ancient world, and the message God 
wanted the city to hear could not be 
shared hastily. For Jonah to have accom-
plished his mission, he would have had to 
travel to various sections, speaking to as 
many groups as possible.14 Such a visit 
could have taken three days. Another 
suggestion is that the three-day journey 
refers to the ancient Oriental practice of 
hospitality in which a visit required three 
days. !e first day was for arrival, the 
second for the primary purpose of the 
visit, and the third for return.15 However 
the phrase is understood, it does not nec-
essarily refer to the size of the city.

3:4 On this first day of the visit, cus-
tomarily designed for meetings with city 
leaders, Jonah made his grand entrance. 

As Stuart points out, it is not likely that he 
simply “wandered into Nineveh” virtually 
unnoticed and then began shouting his 
message. Perhaps his first day involved 
meetings with officials and included the 
presentation of gi#s to city dignitaries.16

Although Bewer thinks that Jonah did 
not preach until the end of the first day,17

all the text says is that he began preach-
ing on the first day of his visit, apparently 
whenever he found an opportunity or 
place fi$ing for his proclamation.18

Jonah’s arrival in Nineveh probably was 
dramatic. His clothing was no doubt dif-
ferent from the norm, his bearing gave 
evidence of a different lifestyle, and a 
possibly bleached skin color provided for 
much a$ention.

Many object to the historical reliability 
of this story because of the alleged unlike-
lihood that Jonah would have been able to 
communicate with the Ninevites. Bewer 
says that “this is another sign of the folk-
tale character of the story.”19 However, if 

(1979): 38.
14 Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 487–88.
15 Wiseman, “Jonah’s Nineveh,” 38.

16 Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 487–88.
17 Bewer, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi, and 

Jonah, 52.
18 Keil and Delitzsch, “Jonah,” COT 10:405. 

Many agree with this conclusion. See Ellison, 

“Jonah,” 381; Kennedy, Studies in Jonah, 48.
19 Bewer, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi, and 
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an Assyrian official could speak to the 

populace of Jerusalem in Hebrew in 701 

B.C. (2 Kgs 18:26–28), there is no reason to 

doubt that a Hebrew prophet could speak 

to the populace of Nineveh in Aramaic, 

the lingua franca of the day, fi#y years 

earlier.20

Allen describes the situation poeti-

cally: “Lost like a needle in a haystack 

inside this gigantic Vanity Fair, this 

Sodom of a city, the tiny figure feels he 

can go no further. He stops and shouts 

out the laconic message with which he 

has been entrusted.”
21

 !e message from 

the Lord, imparted by Jonah, was a rela-

tively short one. In the Hebrew the mes-

sage was only five words long. While it 

is not clear that this was all he had to say, 

the text does suggest that God’s message 

was brief and that Jonah simply preached 

it repeatedly. If these words were the sum 

total of the message, no reason for the 

destruction was given, nor was the man-

ner of destruction described. !ere was 

not even an explicit call to repentance.

Jonah’s dialogue with God in the fourth 

chapter suggests that he may have 

preached this message with the secret 

hope that Nineveh would be destroyed. 

Fretheim states: “Jonah had just experi-

enced the unmerited grace and goodness 

of God in his own life. Now he turns right 

around and makes it as difficult as possi-

ble for the Ninevites to experience God’s 

deliverance … a graceless message deliv-

ered by one living in the shadow of an 

experience of grace.”
22

Nevertheless, although Jonah appar-

ently did not mention the possibility of 

deliverance in response to repentance, 

both he and his audience may have 

assumed it. At least his audience hoped 

for it. If this were not so, why had Jonah’s 

deity given them forty days? As Stuart 

explains, there was ambiguity in the 

message, for the forty days might be 

“simply to assure that the divine judg-

ment was not far off.” Also the word for 

“destroy” (hāpak) carries a certain vague-

ness, since it can mean either “turn” or 

“overthrow” (see comments on Amos 5:7

Jonah, 53.

20 W. L. Banks states, “He [Jonah] spoke Ara-

maic, a language known to both Hebrew and 

Assyrian alike” (Jonah, "e Reluctant Prophet

[Chicago: Moody, 1966], 72).

21 
Allen, Joel, Obadiah, Jonah and Micah, 222.

22 
Fretheim, Message of Jonah, 108. See also B. 

Halpern and R. E. Friedman, “Composition 

and Paronomasia in the Book of Jonah,” HAR

4 (1980): 79–92; E. M. Good, Irony in the Old 

Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1985), 

48–49.
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in this volume). It can signify “judgment, 
a turning upside down, a reversal, a 
change, a deposing of royalty, or a change 
of heart.” In other words, Jonah’s words 
could mean either that in “forty more 
days Nineveh would be destroyed” or that 
“in forty more days Nineveh would have a 
change of heart.”23 !erefore the ambigu-
ity in these words given by the Lord may 
have been what opened the door of under-
standing for the Ninevites and led to their 
positive response.

!is also relates to the charge that 
Jonah’s prophecy was false since his pre-
diction did not occur. If it was a predic-
tion, then it was falsified by the outcome 
of the situation. However, if it was a warn-
ing, then it implied the condition “unless 
you repent.” While Jonah apparently 
hoped that this was a prediction, it is 
obvious that God meant it as a warning.24

Nowhere in the Book of Jonah does God 
call this message a prophesy. !e issue is 
clarified even further by a reading of Jer 
18:7–8, where the Lord carefully delin-

eates the conditions under which he 
would relent:

If at any time I announce that a nation 
or kingdom is to be uprooted, torn 

down and destroyed, and if that nation I 
warned repents of its evil, then I will 
relent and not inflict on it the disaster I 

had planned.

!e discussion of warning and judg-
ment in this passage should lead to the 
recognition of several key points. First, 
this passage refers to the seriousness of 
sin as well as the certainty of God’s judg-
ment. Nineveh was an exceedingly 
wicked and violent city, and this did not 
escape God’s notice. In that age as well as 
in every age, God recognizes and con-
demns what is unholy and unjust. One 
must also recognize the issue of God’s 
warning to those who are outside his will 
and his use of believers as messengers. In 
the Old Testament, Israel was intended to 
be a light to the nations (cf. Isa 49:6). In 
the New Testament one reads of the 
believers’ responsibility to be ambas-
sadors in this world and carriers of the 
good news. !is passage in Jonah por-
trays beautifully God’s concern for those 
who are outside his will and his plan for 
using his disciples in the grand process of 
reconciliation. !us the people of Nin-
eveh were given time, forty days, to rec-

23 Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 489. Wiseman notes 

that the Assyrian equivalent, abāku, would 

have carried the same ambiguity (“Jonah’s 

Nineveh,” 49).
24 G. B. Caird, Language and Imagery of the Bible

(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1980), 56–57.
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ognize the seriousness of the situation 
and to repent.25

(2) !e Response of the People (3:5)

5 "e Ninevites believed God. "ey 
declared a fast, and all of them, from 
the greatest to the least, put on sack-
cloth.

3:5 !is verse gives a summary of 
Nineveh’s astounding response to the 
proclamation of this strange Hebrew 
prophet, which is then detailed in vv. 
6–9. His message, heard by many and no 
doubt shared with others, spread to every 
part of the populace. Not only did they 
hear his message, they believed that it 
was a serious one. !us the residents of 
Nineveh sought to avert their destruc-
tion. Like the reaction of the sailors in 1:5, 
the Ninevites’ reaction is conveyed by 
three verbs: “believed … declared … put 
on.” !ese describe three stages of 
response: inward, articulated, then out-
ward (see Introduction, “Structure,” p. 
219).

!e events of v. 5 portray a whirlwind 
of activity by the populace. Since no fur-
ther preaching is mentioned beyond the 
first day, it is possible that Jonah’s 
planned three-day preaching tour proved 

unnecessary. !e revival broke out in the 
city on the first day.26 !ey accepted en 
masse the divine source of Jonah’s mes-
sage, believing that what had been threat-
ened might be carried out. !e very size 
of Nineveh enhanced the nature of this 
miracle. Ellul is correct in stating that 
“we are here in the presence of a mystery 
and a miracle.”27 All the odds were 
against Nineveh’s accepting this message. 
A"er all, as Baldwin notes, “When 
Jeremiah preached a century or more 
later that Jerusalem would be over-
thrown, he was arrested and imprisoned 
for treason (Jer 26:8), although he was 
well known as the prophet of God.”28 One 
would not expect them to react to this 
strange prophet in this manner. One 
would imagine widespread questioning 
and doubt. If such a situation were to 
occur today, what would be the response 
of modern hearers? Who was going to 
destroy the city? How would it be done? 
Why should one believe such a message? 
We might expect that the people of Nin-
eveh would have responded to Jonah with 
an incredulous sneer.29

25 Wolff, Obadiah and Jonah, 150.

26 Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 488.
27 J. Ellul, !e Judgment of Jonah (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), 97.
28 Baldwin, “Jonah,” 2:577.
29 P. Fairbairn, Jonah, His Life, Character and 
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Obviously the Ninevites did “believe.” 
!e important question here, however, is 
what did they believe? !e NIV is correct 
in translating this phrase, “!e Ninevites 
believed God.” Although the Hebrew can 
be translated literally “and the men of 
Nineveh believed in God” (bēʾlōhîm), this 
phrase does not carry the same signifi-
cance as the modern understanding of “in 
God,” denoting a conversion to faith.30

!e Hebrew phrase means only that they 
believed what Jonah’s God said would 
happen. It is best to understand the 
phrase as the NIV (and the NRSV) trans-
lates it, “believed God.”

In support of this understanding, 
Jonah did not mention the name Yahweh
for God at this point. He used the word 
Elohim. !e obvious purpose was to bring 
home that Jonah had not been proclaim-
ing Yahweh to those who did not know 
him but that the supreme God, whatever 
his name, was about to show his power 
and judgment.31 !ere is not the slightest 
indication that Jonah at any point in his 
sojourn in Nineveh mentioned the God of 
Israel. !ere is no indication that the 

Ninevites turned from their other gods or 
that they even knew the name of the Lord 
(Yahweh). !e text only states that the 
message Jonah brought from God was 
accepted as true.32

Some interpret this verse as describing 
the single greatest revival in history.33 J. 
Walton, however, argues that this was not 
a “saving faith” resulting in a transforma-
tion of moral standards but only external 
actions by which they were spared. He 
compares their repentance to that of 
Ahab in 1 Kgs 21:27, which was sufficient 
to gain only a postponement of 
judgment.34 Stuart agrees, stating, “!ey 
remained, by all accounts, the same poly-
theistic, syncretistic pantheists they had 
been all along.”35 Later history would 
certainly confirm that if a genuine 
change took place at Nineveh, it lasted 
only for a moment.

Jesus’ words in Luke 11:32, however, 
sometimes are used to argue that a gen-
uine conversion must have taken place. 

Mission (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1964), 113.
30 J. Walton, “!e Object Lesson of Jonah 4:5–7 

and the Purpose of the Book of Jonah,” BBR 2 

(1992): 53.
31 Ellison, “Jonah,” 382.

32 Walton, Jonah, 47. If Num 20:12 is used for 

comparison, one will note that the same 

Hebrew construction is used and that the 

phrase implies no more than the believing of 

the message.
33 Gaebelein, Servant and Dove, 115.
34 Walton, Jonah, 53–54.
35 Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 497.
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Jesus’ own testimony is that “they 
repented at the preaching of Jonah” with 
the result that they will be present at the 
judgment condemning those who 
rejected Jesus’ preaching. It is hard, then, 
to deny that at least some of the Ninevites 
were genuinely converted.

Furthermore, God would not have 
li"ed his hand of judgment if the 
Ninevites had been acting out of 
hypocrisy. !ere can be no question that 
the change was relatively short-lived, but 
it seems that at least a few experienced a 
repentance that led to eternal life.36 How 
long the city’s submission to the Lord 
lasted we do not know. If Jonah’s visit 
occurred around the reign of Jeroboam II 
in Israel, the next subsequent mention of 
the Assyrian Empire was some thirty to 
forty years later. In that instance Pul, the 
king of Assyria, came up against Mena-
hem, king of Israel. A"er that it was not 
until Sennacherib’s invasion of Judah 
during Hezekiah’s reign that the king and 
people of Nineveh defied Yahweh. !ere 
are lengthy periods of time in which no 
historical record exists about the moral 
conduct of the Ninevites.

Even though the Ninevite revival was 
brief, one must ask how long a revival 
must last to be genuine, and, “Was there 

ever a lasting and continuous conversion 
in the history of Israel?”37 !e conclusion 
is that although we hope that the 
Ninevite revival amounted to a genuine 
conversion to faith in Yahweh, the text 
does not allow us to determine whether 
this was the case. We only know that the 
depth the repentance reached was suffi-
cient for God to relent regarding the 
judgment he threatened. It is true that 
Nineveh did make a miraculous turn 
toward a correct faith, but we are uncer-
tain whether they were being converted 
to Judaism, the Lord, or even monothe-
ism. !e response of the people of Nin-
eveh was great, but it may have been 
primarily just a turning away from vio-
lence and wickedness.

A question frequently asked is that if 
this repentance occurred, why is there no 
historical record of it? First of all, the 
greatest of historical documents does 
speak to this turning. !ose who affirm 
the historical reliability of Scripture 
would quickly point to the record in ques-
tion as being sufficient evidence of such a 
turning. Still others seek extrabiblical 
evidence. Such evidence is absent from 
Assyrian records for several reasons. First 
of all, the extant records are compara-

36 Fairbairn, Jonah, His Life, 123.

37 J. Overduin, Adventures of a Deserter (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965), 113.
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tively few. !ere are large segments of 

undocumented history. Second, there 

was a serious, pronounced bias in record-

ing history that gave only the most favor-

able of impressions. Kennedy points to 

several instances in which there obvi-

ously was li"le space given for religious 

experience symbolized by sackcloth and 

ashes.
38

 Still, the questions must be 

asked: Why did Nineveh respond in such 

a fashion? What could have caused such a 

great turning when they heard this mes-

sage from God? It was not for social and 

humanitarian reasons nor for reasons of 

conscience.39 Could Jonah’s demeanor 

have carried with it an air of authority 

that prompted belief? Fairbairn wrote of 

Jonah, “He bears himself as a man deeply 

in earnest, and alive to the awful impor-

tance of the work he has in hand.”40 Did 

the Ninevites somehow sense the serious-

ness of the ma"er through the confi-

dence of this prophet? Did his unusual 

skin color prompt questions about why he 

looked this way? Some have surmised 

that Jonah’s sojourn in the fish was 

shared with the people before his coming 

and that it prompted a reverential awe for 

this prophet.

As discussed earlier (see Introduction, 

p. 204), Nineveh was in a time of national 

crisis. In the middle of the eighth century

their sense of well being would have been 

extremely low as a result of famine, 

enemy a"acks, and internal revolts. 

!ere was even a full eclipse of the sun in 

763 B.C. Assyrians worshiped many gods 

and believed that a single careless act 

could offend one of them and cause seri-

ous trouble. !is caused a great deal of 

religious uncertainty. As Walton explains, 

the people of Nineveh would have been 

looking eagerly for understanding of 

their situation from the omens. God had 

apparently been using these factors to 

prepare them to receive Jonah’s message. 

“Even if Jonah’s prediction was not the 

interpretation of omens that had been 

read prior to his arrival, it would be 

normal for the Assyrians to react to his 

message by checking the omens to see if 

they agreed.”41

Apparently Jonah’s message was con-

firmed, for a fast was declared. !e 

38 
Kennedy, Studies in Jonah, 55.

39 
Ellul, Judgment of Jonah, 97.

40 
Fairbairn, Jonah, His Life, 114.

41 
Walton, Jonah, 46. Walton establishes the 

extremely superstitious nature of the 

Ninevites in their careful a"ention to animate 

or inanimate terrestrial occurrences. For a 

defense of the historical probability of the 

Ninevite repentance, see Stuart, Hosea-Jonah,

490–92.
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phrase “all of them” is not in the Hebrew 
text, but that is the point of the phrase 
“from the greatest to the least.” Trible 
explains that it “suggests the riches of 
inclusivity: from royalty to commoners, 
nobility to peasants, age to youth, power-
ful to powerless—indeed, all sorts and 
conditions of folk.”42 “Sackcloth” (śaq), a 
coarse cloth most o"en made of goat’s 
hair, was the customary dress of the poor 
and those who were in mourning. In the 
Old Testament Jacob expressed his grief 
for the loss of Joseph and Job for his sad 
condition by pu#ing on sackcloth (Gen 
37:34; Job 16:15). Prophets o"en wore 
sackcloth, perhaps partly to associate 
themselves with the poor (who were 
being abused by the greed of the upper 
classes) but also as a sign of mourning for 
the sins of the people.

As Walton explains, the normal 
response for Assyrians to news that the 
gods were offended would have been sac-
rifices, libations, supplications, and pros-
tration.43 But it is well known that fasting 
was a symbol for the affliction of the soul 
or for intense mourning of the heart. 
Perhaps the Ninevites proclaimed a fast 
because of their knowledge that fasting 
was a Hebrew practice. Because this 

strange prophet was Hebrew, it would be 
best for them to join in a Hebrew ritual 
that exhibited mourning and contrition. 
As T. Kirk has said, “Great emergencies 
demand and justify the use of extraordi-
nary methods. !e peril was too awful 
and near for a moment’s delay.”44 !e 
Ninevites, intent on averting disaster, uti-
lized every means possible to show contri-
tion. Like many who have a mistaken 
view of fasting today, they thought it 
might be a way to win God’s approval and 
avert disaster.45 Extraordinarily, God 
responded with compassion to this show 
of repentance and for the time being 
called a halt to the onslaught of his wrath.

!e Hebrew prophets and countless 
preachers since their time who have 
grieved over the apparent ineffectiveness 
of their proclamation would have been 
thrilled at such a response as Jonah 
received. Here a city was literally shaken 
by a single sermon from a foreign 
prophet. Even Jesus noted the contrast 
between the response to Jonah and that 
which he received from the scribes and 

42 Trible, Rhetorical Criticism, 181.
43 Walton, Jonah, 47.

44 T. Kirk, Jonah: His Life and Mission (Min-

neapolis: Klock & Klock, 1983), 173.
45 Fasting is to be seen as an expression of such 

intimate devotion to the Lord that one’s phys-

ical needs are seen as unimportant, at least for 

a specific length of time.
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Pharisees. Without asking for a further 
sign, the Ninevites believed the message 
of the Lord’s prophet, but the scribes and 
Pharisees demanded that Jesus prove his 
identity with a sign. In fact, Jesus 
declared that the Ninevites will stand up 
in the day of judgment to condemn the 
scribes and Pharisees for their unbelief 
(cf. Ma" 12:41; Luke 11:30–32). !e 
Ninevites believed a#er one short sermon 
without signs, whereas the scribes and 
Pharisees heard many sermons of Jesus 
and saw many signs yet still refused to 
believe.46

(3) !e Response of the King (3:6–9)

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 #en 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.”

3:6 !is verse details the royal reaction 
to Jonah’s preaching. !e phrase “when 
the news reached the king of Nineveh” 
indicates that this turning of Nineveh 
began with the common people, not with 
royalty.47 It may have taken some time 
before the secluded monarch heard the 
word of God from this Hebrew prophet. 
!e title “king of Nineveh” is not the 
normal nomenclature used by the Assyri-
ans but is a Hebrew expression to denote 
the ruling monarch of Nineveh.48 No 
mention is made of the specific identity of 
this ruler, but Stuart presents a strong 
case for identifying him with Assur-dan 
III.49

46 Overduin, Adventures of a Deserter, 107.

47 !e word for “the news” is ַהָּדָבר, “word, 

ma"er.” Here it can refer to news of the 

Ninevite revival, the content of Jonah’s 
preaching, or both. !e word ָּדָבר has 

occurred previously in 1:1; 3:1, 2, 3.
48 Kennedy explains that “the dominance of 

Israelitish idioms for the expression of Assyr-

ian facts is to be accepted as natural in this 

story” (Studies in Jonah, 52). On the use of the 

expression “king of Nineveh” see further the 

Introduction, p. 205.
49 “A king such as Assur-dan III, during whose 
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!e remainder of v. 6 describes the 

exciting response by this ruler. He rose50

from his throne, the seat of his royal 

power, and humbled himself with the 

common people. He laid aside his robe, 

which was a large and beautifully embroi-

dered mantle. !e word that is used here 

for robe is the same as that given to the 

garment found by Achan among the 

spoils of Jericho (Josh 7:21). In its place 

the king put on sackcloth as a sign of 

mourning, and he sat in ashes, a sign of 

deep humiliation. !e radical nature of 

his repentance is stressed by the literary 

structure of the clauses:

he rose from his throne,

took off his royal robes,

covered himself with sackcloth

and sat down in the dust.

He who was the highest in the empire 

took the lowest position of abasement.51

It must also be noted that Ezek 26:16

depicts the mourning of the Tyrians over 

the ruin of their capital in just the same 

manner as the king of Nineveh is 

described here; however, instead of sack-

cloth they clothed themselves with “ter-

ror.”

3:7 !e previous verse shows the per-

sonal response of the ruler of Nineveh. 

!is verse further details the official 

response. By the issuing of a proclama-

tion the king added official sanction to 

that which already was underway. In 

other words the decree of the king 

amounted to a royal seal of approval on 

what had already occurred spontaneously 

throughout the city. It became a part of 

official government policy.
52

 !e inclu-

sion of the “nobles” (lit., “the great ones”) 

as the authority for the decree suggests a 

limited monarchy, confirming that 

Jonah’s visit probably took place during a 

period of Assyrian weakness.

reign an agonizing confluence of omens and 

disasters (eclipse, earthquake, famine, rioting) 

had occurred, whose capital (or at least 

common residence) may have been Nineveh, 

though this cannot be proved, and who was 

beset by international problems including 

continuing military failures against Urartu, 

was certainly the sort of king (among others) 

who might well have been predisposed to 

receive Jonah’s message sincerely as a chance 

for respite from his troubles” (Stuart, Hosea-

Jonah, 492).

50 
Trible notes (Rhetorical Criticism, 183) that 

this verb is used previously with Jonah as the 

subject in 1:3 and 3:3 to describe his response 

to the Lord’s “word” (ָּדָבר).

51 
Kirk, Life and Mission, 174–75.

52 
Fretheim, Message of Jonah, 111.
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!e decree called for four behavioral 

responses to Jonah’s message: fasting (v. 

7), wearing sackcloth, pleading with God, 

and turning from evil and violence (v. 8). 

!e decree regarding fasting consists of 

two parts: a general order not to “taste 

anything,” which is then emphasized by a 

command neither to “eat” (be"er “graze”) 

nor to drink. !e unusual aspect of the 

decree was the inclusion of animals in the 

fasting and also the wearing of sackcloth. 

!ere is some evidence of the involve-

ment of animals in rites of mourning and 

humiliation among the Persians, 

although none has been found among the 

Assyrians.53 !is is flimsy evidence, 

however, from which to argue for the 

Persian period as the time of writing,54

especially since even the Persian evidence 

is limited. D. J. Wiseman does cite an 

Assyrian decree from the early eighth 

century B.C. that calls for a general state of 

mourning and prayer by “you and all the 

people, your land, your meadows.”55

!e inclusion even of animals in this 

royally mandated fast is the act of a des-

perate monarch and a desperate people. 

Fasting and uncomfortable dress repre-

sented self-denial. By eschewing normal 

comforts and making themselves physi-

cally miserable, they sought to show the 

genuineness of their prayers for mercy.
56

!is action was an a"empt to impress 

forcibly upon the Lord the sincerity of 

Nineveh’s repentance. It was an a"empt 

to move the heart of God and lead him to 

relent. In other words, they were using 

every option available, including supersti-

tion. Perhaps they also felt that combin-

ing their cries of contrition with the 

pleading of the animals for water and 

food would rise as one mighty prayer for 

mercy to this God who threatened their 

destruction.

3:8 !is verse contains the second, 

53 
Many point to the report of Herodotus that 

the Persian army cut the manes from their war 

horses as a part of the lamentation ceremony 

when an esteemed general was lost in ba"le 

(Herodotus, !e Histories, 9.24). To a degree 

the cases are parallel, for in both instances 

animals were included in the symbolic 

expression of distress and sorrow. A nearer 

parallel to Jonah in ancient literature occurs in 

the apocryphal book of Judith (4:10–14), 

where animals were dressed in sackcloth as 

part of a day of repentance.

54 
Allen uses it to suggest a date of composi-

tion in the Persian period, “between the mid-

sixth century B.C. and the mid-fourth” (Joel, 

Obadiah, Jonah and Micah, 186).

55 
D. J. Wiseman, “Jonah’s Nineveh,” TynBul 30 

(1979): 51.

56 
Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 493.
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third, and fourth responses called for in 
the decree. !e second response, the 
wearing of sackcloth, continued the 
external nature of the first and also its 
application to animals as well as humans. 
!e inclusion of animals shows again the 
earnest, almost desperate, plea of the 
Ninevites. Outwardly, it sounds even 
more unusual to require animals to wear 
sackcloth than it did to require them to 
fast (v. 7). As seen earlier, this odd behav-
ior was not uncommon in ancient cul-
tures.

!e next two responses had an internal 
and spiritual nature. !e third com-
manded “everyone” (a word only implied 
in the Hebrew text) to call on God “ur-
gently.” !is adverb translates a Hebrew 
word meaning literally “with strength,” 
which perhaps “serves as a device by 
which to gauge the depth of a worshiper’s 
conviction”57 and prepares us for the radi-
cal nature of the last required response. 
No subject is specified in this third part of 
the decree. !e Hebrew text simply says, 
“Let them call to God with strength.” 
Some writers persist in extending the 
subject from the first two parts of the 
decree, where animals were included in 
the outward trappings of mourning and 

repentance. Although Job 38:41 refers to 
the raven’s young who “cry out to God” 
for food, it is not likely that the Assyrians 
expected their animals to voice their 
repentance to God.58

!e last command, “Let them give up 
their evil ways and their violence,” indi-
cates yet another point of advanced 
understanding by the ruler. He decreed 
that the people’s lives should match their 
prayers. !e language of this verse is a 
typically Hebrew way of joining the gen-
eral and the specific, the individual and 
the corporate. Anything and everything 
condemned by law and conscience is 
included under “evil ways,”59 but the 
pronoun is singular. It is literally, “Let 
them each turn from his evil way,” indicat-
ing individual responsibility. A generic 
term is used here and appropriately so, 
for the sins of the Ninevites would be as 
diverse as any people of any age. It is 
interesting to note that the word for “evil” 
is rāʿâ, occurring nine times in the book 
in its two senses of “evil” and “trouble, 
calamity” (see comments on 1:2). !e 

57 Sasson, Jonah, 258. See also Trible, Rhetori-

cal Criticism, 186.

58 Cf. Price and Nida, Translator’s Handbook,

61. Perhaps there is intentional ambiguity here 

to call a"ention to the fact that most of the 

praying in the Book of Jonah seems to have 

been done by nonbelievers.
59 Ellison, “Jonah,” 383.
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Ninevites were to turn from evil to avoid 
trouble (cf. v. 10).

!e phrase “their violence” is literally 
“from the violence which is in their 
hands.” It indicates a more specific con-
fession and at the same time a corporate 
responsibility.60 Archaeology is unani-
mous in substantiating the cruelty of the 
Ninevites. One writer said, “!e Assyrian 
records are nothing but a dry register of 
military campaigns, spoliations, and cru-
elties.”61 !e term “violence,” the arbi-
trary infringement of human rights, is a 
term o"en used by the prophets (cf. Isa 
59:6; Ezek 7:23; Hos 12:1; Amos 3:10). It 
seems to suggest moral misbehavior and 
aggressive violence toward other nations. 
Assyria, and therefore Nineveh, was espe-
cially guilty of such violence. !e wicked-
ness identified by God in 1:2 now becomes 
a point of self-awareness on the part of 
the Ninevites. !ey were urged by the 
king to change their ways.

3:9 !ese words of the king echo those 
of the ship’s captain in 1:6 (see Introduc-
tion: “Structure,” p. 219). !e concluding 
expressions of hope are identical in 
Hebrew, literally, “that we may not per-
ish”; the opening words, “perhaps” in 1:6
and “who knows?” in 3:9, are equivalent 

in meaning;62 and the divine response 
both men desired was essentially the 
same. !e captain was hoping for a 
present peril to be removed if Jonah’s God 
should “take notice”; the king was hoping 
for an anticipated peril to be diverted 
should he “relent.” In both cases these 
pagans recognized that, as Jonah declared 
in 2:9, “salvation comes from the LORD.” 
It is in God’s hands whether sinners 
should perish or be delivered. But these 
pagans correctly rejected determinism, 
that humans are only actors in a play writ-
ten and directed by supernatural powers, 
and that they have no will of their own 
and no way to affect the outcome.

!e word translated “relent” (niḥam) 
varies in meaning in different grammati-
cal forms and in different contexts, but it 
always connotes in some sense the feeling 
of emotional pain.63 Elsewhere it can 
mean to “comfort” or “regret.” As Sasson 
explains, here and in its two other uses in 
Jonah (3:10; 4:2) it refers to “divine 
actions that are contemplated but are 
never fulfilled.”64 !e meaning “repent” 

60 Trible, Rhetorical Criticism, 186.
61 Kirk, Life and Mission, 184.

62 Sasson, Jonah, 260. See also J. I. Crenshaw, 

“!e Expression mî yôdēaʿ in the Hebrew 

Bible,” VT  36 (1986): 276, which compares the 

use here to 2 Sam 12:22 and Joel 2:14.
63 Ellul, Judgment of Jonah, 98–99.
64 Sasson, Jonah, 262.
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or “change one’s mind” is an appropriate 
translation when the subject is humans 
(cf. Job 42:6; Jer 31:19). But when it refers 
to God’s decision to change an announced 
course of action in response to human 
repentance, prayer, or some other circum-
stances, the translation “relent” is prefer-
able (see Amos 7:3 and comments in this 
volume). In this chapter God decided that 
in light of Nineveh’s turning, he would 
save them rather than follow through on 
his previous announcement to destroy 
them.

!e word that characterizes vv. 8–10
by its repeated use is šûb, whose basic 
meaning is “return.” Other than its use in 
1:13 in the causative stem (lit., “the men 
rowed hard to return to dry land”), all its 
uses in Jonah are in these verses. In v. 8 it 
is part of the king’s decree to turn from 
(“give up”) evil and violence. In v. 9 the 
word occurs twice, as reflected in a literal 
rendering of the central clause: “God may 
turn so that he relents and turns from his 
burning anger.”65 !e last use of the verb 

is in v. 10, referring again to the repen-
tance of the Ninevites.

We can only imagine the anxiety 
present in Nineveh at this point. !ere 
was hope yet no guarantee that God 
would indeed relent and turn from his 
fierce anger and spare Nineveh. Did fear 
increase as the time neared? Did the 
prophet Jonah make use of this time by 
sharing the truth of God’s way? !e 
answers to these questions are not given, 
but one might imagine the increasing 
trauma during this interim time.

3. God’s Response (3:10)
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.

3:10 !is verse explicitly relates the 
Ninevites’ repentance and God’s mercy. 
Its structure derives from the repetition 
of two Hebrew roots and the use of two 
synonyms, translated “turned” (šûb) and 
“had compassion” (nḥm). !e structure 
can be seen more clearly by a literal trans-
lation:

!en God saw their deeds (ʿśh)
that they turned (šûb) from their 

ways of evil (rāʿâ)
and God relented (nḥm) concerning 

65 Sasson is probably correct that the 

Masoretic accentuation should be disregarded 

here in favor of that found in the otherwise 

identical Joel 2:14. !e first use of the verb 
-is an auxiliary governing the two waw (ָיׁשּוב)

consecutive perfects, ְוִנַחם and ְוָׁשב (Jonah,

261).
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the “evil” (rāʿâ)
which he had spoken to do (ʿśh) to 

them, and he did not do (ʿśh) it.

!e Ninevites’ “turning” from “evil” led 
to God’s “turning” from “evil.” It is inter-
esting to note that of all the “deeds” of the 
Ninevites, the fasting, wearing of sack-
cloth, calling on God, and turning from 
evil, only the last is mentioned as explic-
itly leading to God’s relenting. !is is 
perhaps because it was Nineveh’s evil that 
led to Jonah’s mission in the first place 
(1:2).

As the king and people of Nineveh had 
hoped, God relented. No fire and brim-
stone fell on this Sodom-like city a"er 
all.66 God pulled back his hand of judg-
ment, though not forever. As prophesied 
by Nahum, Nineveh later experienced 
total destruction. !ere was a period of 
many years, however, between Jonah and 
Nahum. Stuart said it well: “When Nin-
eveh repented, God relented.”67 !e very 
thought of God “changing his mind” 
causes difficulty for some believers. In 
perfect consistency with his justice, right-
eousness, and mercy, he spared Nineveh. 
!ere is absolutely no contradiction here. 
God’s character and his promises do not 

change, as Jas 1:17 says (cf. Num 23:19). 
But many other verses show that God 
does change his plan of action according 
to his purposes. In Exod 32:12 Moses 
prayed that Israel might not be destroyed 
despite their sinful behavior in making 
and worshiping the golden calf. He asked 
God, “Turn from your fierce anger, relent 
and do not punish your people” (cf. Amos 
7:3, 6; Jer 18:7–11; 26:2–3). Again and 
again the Old Testament relays the truth 
that God is responsive to his creation.68

!e turning of the Ninevites demon-
strated at least a recognition of their con-
dition before the Lord. God’s compassion-
ate heart is always sensitive to those who 
cry out for mercy. !is truth is evidenced 
powerfully here in v. 10. !is passage 
speaks of the incredible mercy of God’s 
heart, of his incredible love. Here one 
finds irrefutable evidence that God 
wishes not for the destruction of the sin-
ner but for the redemption and reconcilia-
tion of all his creation. Even if their repen-
tance was not thorough, God’s hand of 
judgment was removed at least temporar-
ily to give this frail flower of searching 
sufficient time to bloom.

!e story of the sparing of Nineveh in 
chap. 3 parallels Jonah’s own experience. 
He too had been the object of divine 

66 Allen, Joel, Obadiah, Jonah and Micah, 226.
67 Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 495. 68 Fretheim, Message of Jonah, 114.
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anger and later experienced God’s miracu-
lous redemption. So too was the experi-
ence of the Ninevites. !is same truth 
could be said of every believer who has 
taken hold of the promises of God 
through Jesus Christ. Because of sin, 
which pervades the world, all stand con-
demned. Only through God’s miraculous 
intervention in the person of Jesus Christ 
is there any hope. !e story of Jonah and 
Nineveh is the story of every true 
believer. !e pity of this situation, as it is 
seen in v. 10, is that there was no transfer-
ence to future generations of the truth 
learned. !e task is not over when repen-
tance occurs but only when the following 
generations have been discipled with the 
truth.
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