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Background Notes on the Book of Jonah

Historical Context:
- Time Period: The story of Jonah is set during the 8th century BCE, a time when the Assyrian
Empire was a dominant power in the ancient Near East.
- Setting: Jonah is called to go to Nineveh, which was the capital of the Assyrian Empire, located in
what is now modern-day Iraq.

Cultural Context:
- Assyrians: The Assyrians were known for their powerful military and were often feared by
neighboring peoples. Nineveh was a large, important city in this empire.
- Prophets: In ancient Israel, prophets were individuals chosen by God to deliver messages to the
people. They often spoke about obedience to God and acted as intermediaries.

Theological Insights:
- God’s Mercy: A central theme in Jonah is God’s compassion and mercy, even towards those who
are not part of Israel. God cares for everyone and wants all people to turn away from their
wrongdoings.
- Obedience and Repentance: Jonah initially runs away from God’s command but eventually learns
the importance of listening to God. The people of Nineveh also show repentance, which highlights
the power of turning back to God.
- God’s Creation: The story emphasizes God’s control over nature, seen when a great storm stops
when Jonah is thrown overboard, and a big fish swallows Jonah.

Teaching Tips:
- Relatability: Emphasize Jonah’s human emotions, such as fear and reluctance, which helps
students connect with the story.
- Activity: Consider having students create drawings or crafts of the big fish, or act out the story to
make the lessons more engaging.
- Discussion: Encourage students to talk about times when they might have been afraid to do the
right thing, and how helping others can sometimes be challenging but rewarding. This can tie into
the story’s themes of courage and obedience.

These notes provide a foundation for understanding the book of Jonah and can help prepare
engaging lessons that communicate its themes and historical context to young learners.


