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Commentator

With nearly 5,000 pages and 20 megabytes of text, this 12 volume set contains concise comments and sermon outlines, perfect for preaching, teaching, or just another perspective on a passage for any lay person.

James Nisbet compiled and edited the Church Pulpit Commentary. Over 100 authors wrote short essays, sermon outlines, and sermon illustrations for selected verses of the Bible. The authors include Handley Carr Glyn (H.C.G) Moule, F.D. Maurice, and many other bishops and pastors.

As with many commentaries of this nature, the New Testament contains substantially more comments than the Old Testament. This is not the famouse Pulpit Commentary. This is a different commentary. Not every verse includes a comment.
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01 Chapter 1 

Verse 1
THE PROPHET JONAH
‘Jonah the son of Amittai.’

Jonah 1:1
I. The prophecy of Jonah is confessedly one of the most remarkable and interesting in the Old Testament.—Deserting the ordinary cycle of Jewish thought, it carries us to a great heathen city, Israel’s bitter enemy; but the prophet’s errand thither is to show that God’s mercies are not limited to His covenant people, but embrace the whole heathen world. And the prophet carries his message unwillingly. Trained in the narrow belief that salvation was for the Jews only, he endeavours to escape altogether from being made the mouthpiece of the Divine love to men so barbarous and cruel as the people of Nineveh; and when, against his will, he has summoned them to repentance, and they obey his call, and the sentence of destruction is changed to one of acceptance, his stubborn prejudices break out into open murmurs, from which he is cured by a lesson so apt and forcible, and yet involving so playful an exhibition of the Divine power, that many scholars have been led by it to treat the whole narrative as a pleasing fiction, or at best as an allegory full of symbolic teaching.

II. But ‘wisdom is justified of her children,’ and there is a fullness of instruction in this prophecy which justifies the miraculous element contained in it, however different the form of the miracles may be from that found in the rest of Holy Scripture.—For, in the first place, it is a great and cardinal truth that there is mercy for those not in covenant with God. Even now we Christians are only slowly learning the lesson that God’s love is broader than human prejudice, and that He will judge men, not by the privileges which they possess, but by the use which they make of them. Just as in old time apostate Samaria, which had utterly deserted the worship of Jehovah, was declared more just than Judah, because the latter, while priding herself upon her covenant relations to God, was false to their principles (Jeremiah 3:11), so may it be now. Men who have not the law may, as St. Paul declares, attain to such a state as to be even judges of those who, while they have the letter of inspiration and the outward seal of the covenant, yet transgress the law (Romans 2:14; Romans 2:27).

Now, however much we may neglect it in practice, yet all this is, at least, acknowledged by us in words. But it was very different in the days of Jonah. Though directly contained in the whole teaching of the Book of Genesis, and implicitly in much of such scriptures besides as the Jews then possessed, yet the effect of the Mosaic law, especially of the necessary care taken therein to guard the Chosen People from contact with the heathen, had made them look upon the whole Gentile world as out of the pale of the Divine mercies. After Jonah, the whole body of prophets took up his parable, and taught in the very plainest way that Jehovah was the God of the Gentiles also. To us this truth seems taught everywhere in the Old Testament, but Jonah was the first to teach it plainly and directly to the Jews; and he taught it unwillingly. And yet he acknowledges that it was no new truth; for the reason which he gives for his refusal to bear God’s message was that he understood in its fullness that proclamation of the Divine attributes made in Exodus 34:6-7, and knew, therefore, that there was pardon even for Nineveh, if it repented (Jonah 4:2).

III. The teaching, then, of the Book of Jonah is very marvellous.—Even more so is its typical nature. In the midst of a storm so terrible that the ship was in danger of being dashed to pieces by the violence of the waves, Jonah lies fast asleep. They awake him, and he is made the propitiation by which the storm is appeased and the ship saved. But after a three days’ death in the belly of that which seemed to him a living grave (chap. Jonah 2:2), he is restored to life, and upon his resurrection follows the conversion of the Gentiles. We have thus a sealed-up prophecy, not opened until our Lord came, and claimed to be Himself the reality of that which Jonah had been only in type (Matthew 12:39-40).

—Dean Payne Smith.

Illustration
‘It is exceedingly probable that the Book of Jonah is the oldest written prophecy. Its place in the Canon testifies generally to the belief of the Jews that it belongs to the earliest or Assyrian period, but its position after Obadiah is probably owing to its seeming to the arranger that Jonah was that “ambassador to the heathen” of whom Obadiah speaks. But we find that Jonah prophesied at a time anterior to the military successes of Jeroboam II., though probably during that monarch’s reign. We have, then, firm ground beneath us, so far only as the facts reach, that Jonah was a prophet of established repute early in the reign of Israel’s warrior-king, and that Nineveh was at the height of its power when he went thither. But whether Jonah’s mission took place early or late in his life is altogether uncertain. Nothing in Assyrian history helps us to fix the date, nor do we even know whether Jonah was young or old when he foretold the conquest by Israel of the whole country from Hammath to the Dead Sea.’

02 Chapter 2 
Verse 6
OUT OF THE DEEP PIT
‘Yet hast Thou brought up my life from the pit, O Lord my God.’

Jonah 2:6 (R.V.)

I. Have you got down into the pit?—It may be by your own fault. So it was with Jonah. He would never have been in this plight had he not disobeyed the voice of the Lord. He paid the fare to go to Tarshish, but really to go down into the depths, and to have his return fare given him gratis. Disobedience may be forgiven when we confess it with true repentance, as Jonah did, but it costs us dearly.

II. Can you dare to appeal to God?—Some, when they get down into the pit, are too ashamed and fearful to cry to Him. They think that they have gone too far and sinned too deeply, not knowing the infinitude of His saving grace, which abounds as much more than our sins as the Flood overtopped the highest mountains. But if only thou wilt say: ‘O Lord my God!’ Even if thou art not worthy to be called a child, even if thou supposest thyself to have committed the unpardonable sin, even if all God’s waves and billows have gone over thee—still thou mayest speak to Him as thy God. Did He not create and redeem thee? Has He not encouraged thee by thousands of promises to come? Does not thine own heart instruct thee that weakness and need are always supreme arguments where goodness and strength blend in a noble character? Cry to Him, ‘O Lord my God, be merciful to me the sinner.’

III. Is it not true that with God the pit is the way to the throne?—It was so with Joseph. Was it not so with our Lord? He will not leave thy soul in Hades, nor suffer thee to see corruption. Dare to look again out of the belly of hell towards His Holy Temple. He who brought thee down will again bring up thy life to see the light.

Illustration
‘The fish, through a mistranslation of St. Matthew 12:40, was formerly supposed to be a whale, but the whale’s neck is too narrow to receive a man. The original means simply a great fish. One commentator thinks it was the dogfish, the stomach of which is so large that the body of a man in armour was found in it. Others think it was a shark. Our Lord expressly quotes the incident as a miracle, and as a type of His own resurrection. During his imprisonment in the belly of this great fish the prophet was, so to speak, dead to all the world, and his resurrection was a conspicuous proof of Divine power, such as could not fail to arrest the attention of the Ninevites, when they became aware of it. Jonah’s prayer is very pathetic. He cried. Yes, often enough we do not cry till the oppression of our affliction lies heavily upon us. But God can hear a cry though it comes from the depths of the sea. What a blessed resolution is that of the fourth verse! O soul of man, thou seemest to be cast out of God’s sight by thy own act and deed. Nevertheless, look again towards His Holy Temple. Look again! Look again to the wounds of thy Saviour. Look again for pardon and acceptance! Look in true repentance and faith, and thou canst not look in vain!’

03 Chapter 3 
Verse 1
‘THE SECOND TIME’
‘The word of the Lord came to Jonah the second time, saying, Arise, go unto Nineveh … and preach.’

Jonah 3:1
I. ‘The second time.’ This implies that there had been a first time.—Jonah must have paused after writing these first words of a new chapter in his life-history, and gone back in thought to the earlier call at Gath-hepher, and the terrible consequences of its rejection. He must have wondered that Jehovah had not cast him off for ever for his perversity. But he was to have another opportunity of making his calling and election sure. He had not yet committed the unpardonable sin, nor had another been called to take his office. A fresh start in his prophetic life was open to him, and the tide of Divine favour and blessing was once again at the flood. How rarely this happens we all know; but Jonah’s life and history, rather than his message, were to be the gospel to the Ninevites.

II. ‘The second time.’ The words suggest the Divine Sovereignty.—We are slow to realise the sacredness of Divine law. It seldom occurs to us what an appalling thing it is to break even one of the least of God’s commandments. We forget that the universe depends, for its continued existence and well-being, on the strictest conformity to law and order. The Church, being a purely spiritual community, could not exist without absolute obedience to the laws of its Divine Head. The welfare and happiness of our own lives are conditioned by obedience to the law of our Creator. But all the more sacred and inviolable ought those laws to appear to us, to whom their wisdom has been explained, and their necessity made clear, by their Divine Author and Executor, the Son of God Himself. We ought to recognise that the Divine Will must be paramount, and we must yield to it prompt and willing obedience. His word comes ‘the second time’ whenever it has been disregarded the first time; and it will continue to come until it has prospered in the thing whereto He has sent it.

III. ‘The second time.’ The words suggest the Divine Clemency.—Jonah must have felt what St. Peter felt when he was commanded to ‘Feed the Lambs’ of Christ, when he was thereby forgiven for his delinquency and restored to his apostleship; he must have felt that God’s thoughts were not as man’s thoughts; he was pardoned without reproach, and restored without upbraiding. Jonah was not asked where he had been, or what he had been doing, or what he had now to say for himself, but told to arise, and go to Nineveh. ‘Who is a God like unto Thee?’

IV. ‘The second time’ suggests the Divine Love.—It was love, not only to Jonah, but to Nineveh with its sixty-thousand children. God so loves the world. The first message had been miscarried, but in pity and love He sends a second. If there is threat of stern judgment in the message, there is a full gospel in the pardoned messenger. There was forgiveness with God that He might be feared, and love that He might be trusted and obeyed.

Illustration
‘We must not presume on this, but we may take it to our hearts for their very great comfort. God’s word may come to us “the second time.” Jonah evaded it the first time, but he was permitted to have a second opportunity of obeying it. Thus it was with Peter; he failed to realise the Lord’s ideal in the first great trial of his apostolic career, but the Lord met him on the shore of the lake, and His word came to him a second time. God is not waiting to notice our first failure and thrust us from His service. He waits, with eager desire, to give us the joy and honour of being fellow-labourers with Himself. He waits to be gracious. Therefore, when, in our madness, we refuse to do His bidding, and rush off in another direction, He brings us back, amid bitter experiences, and says, “Go again to Nineveh with the message that I gave thee originally.”’

04 Chapter 4 
Verse 4
USES OF ANGER
‘Doest thou well to be angry?’ ‘Be ye angry, and sin not.’

Jonah 4:4 (with Ephesians 4:26).

The former text implies that there is an anger which is sinful; and the latter text implies that there is an anger which is not sinful. The difference lies not so much in the character, or even in the degree of the emotion; but rather in the motive which rouses it, and the object towards which it is directed.

I. There is a feeling to which we give the name of moral indignation; by way of distinguishing it from other kinds of anger, more or less selfish and self-asserting; moral indignation is characterised chiefly by this—that it is quite unselfish. It is the feeling which rises in the breast of a man when he reads of or looks upon the ill-treatment of an animal, or the deception of a child, or the insulting of a woman. To stand by and see these things without remonstrance or without interference, is not forbearance; it is a cowardice, it is an unmanliness, it is a sin.

II. There is a place, again, and room for anger, not only in the contemplation of wrong, but in the personal experience of temptation.—There is an indignation, there is even a resentment, there is even a rage and fury, which may be employed, without offence to the Gospel, in repelling such an assault. Nor is that anger necessarily misplaced, because the lips of friendship or love are those which play the seducer. The tempter, like the bully, is a coward; the very eye undimmed by sinning will scare him off, like the rising sun of the Psalmist, to lay him down in his den.

III. Be angry with yourself, and sin not; let the time of this ignorance and folly and fatuity go at last and bury itself; awake to righteousness, and sin not; see if a moral indignation, powerful against others, may not beneficially be tried against yourself.

Dean Vaughan.

Illustration
‘Jonah is so sullenly disappointed that he considers life not worth living. This extravagant and almost ridiculous situation of the prophet, chiding and disappointed in God for being too loving and patient, is designed by the writer to bring vividly before the Jewish people the absurdity of their limitation of God’s love to themselves alone. It was a lesson they had not learned in the time of our Lord’s life on earth, and one of their chief objections to Him was that His mercy transgressed their ceremonial laws, and His love was too gracious to sinners.’

Verses 6-8
THE PREPARATIONS OF GOD
‘The Lord God prepared.’

Jonah 4:6-8
There is often great looseness and want of precision in our thoughts about God and His actings.

And these always produce their natural effects—viz., a loss of power; so that we do not attain to what we might be, simply because we do not know what God is. This, then, being the case, all portions of Scripture which bring God before us very personally are precious. They give a precision to our thoughts; they draw us from theories to facts; they make us to feel that we have to do with the living Being—we, thinking beings, with One Who thinks—we, feeling beings, with One Who feels—we, acting beings, with One Who acts.

And thus, speaking reverently, we understand God more, by knowing that He and we have these things in common—the power of action, and feeling, and thought. But we must go further than believing that God has all these powers; we must believe that they are all in exercise—in a higher state of activity than we can possibly conceive; and more than that—that they are all brought to bear on us, and our interests, and our affairs.

Now, in this passage let us confine our thoughts to one branch of this subject—viz., The action, and that the precise personal action, of God in the discipline or teaching troubles of His people.

This is brought before us by the threefold mention of God, and the threefold statement of His direct movement in the troubles of Jonah. ‘The Lord “prepared” a gourd.’ ‘But God “prepared” a worm.’ ‘God “prepared” a vehement east wind.’ And we know what all this preparation was for. It was to teach by personal feeling a wayward, and selfish, and God-dishonouring servant of the Lord—one who had indeed learned something of the Most High in the terrors of the storm and the prison-house of the whale. But oh! how little of Him, really! for he grudged Him the highest manifestation of Himself in mercy.

I. First of all observe—the Lord’s teaching by grouping and combination.—We are so coarse and unskilled that we are generally for going direct at teaching. We do not understand delicate combinations. To us the gourd would be a gourd, the worm a worm, an east wind the east wind, and no more; to God they are parts of a whole, to be grouped and fitted together, and made to work in harmony, each observing a certain order in appearing on the scene, and fulfilling exactly its own proper part, and nothing more.

II. One teaching suggested to us by these combinations of God is the need of profound humility in judging any of His dealings while they are going on; and of unlimited faith in Him as the preparer and arranger of everything. For it is true that in no case do we know the whole of the matter. We are seeing but one part of it; and do not understand the relation of that one part to the whole.

‘God’s ways are in the great deep.’ ‘What I do thou knowest not now.’ These are the voices which come to us from the Word.

Jonah did not know what real relationship that gourd had to him. He probably knew nothing about the gourd at all. The east wind he looked on only as an enemy, even as, no doubt, he had looked upon the gourd as a friend; but friendly gourd, and fierce, unfriendly wind, and silent, gnawing worm, were all one whole, to school his heart for God.

III. We are thus taught that we must not quarrel with any one dealing of God.—We are very apt to pick out one event and another in the history of our lives, and say, ‘Oh! if such had not happened!’ Or we take a vexatious event out of the little history of the day, and say, ‘Such and such a catastrophe would not have occurred if so and so had not happened.’ When the east wind has blown, we blame the worm. But we must take a larger view of things. He who would understand the dealings of God must have a mind that can embrace great things like the vehement east wind, and little things like a gnawing worm; they are all links of the same chain, and combinations of the wisdom of God.

IV. Another teaching is this. We must not think there is failure, because one part of a dealing is to all appearance not doing its work.—Who saw the worm at its task? And when it had done, it had not cast down the gourd; it had only left it in a fit state for the east wind to work upon. And that was all that it had been prepared for. It was never intended to cut down the gourd; when it laid down the work another instrument was prepared to take it up. How full of teaching this is for us! It is as though God would say to us, ‘He who begins is not of necessity to finish My work.’

—Rev. P. B. Power.

