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Discussion Guide
Emotional insight
ConnECting: 
45 minutes 
(the following questions are intended to provide your group with a way 
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work god 
is doing in your lives.)
•  in what ways did god move in your life this week? in 

what ways did you respond to him?
• what was your biggest challenge this week? in what 

ways, if any, did you invite god into this challenge?
• how honest have you been with us? (graciously 

thank group members for their honesty if they state 
they have held back.)

gEtting startEd: 
10 minutes

• when you experience an emotional response, how 
do you typically handle your feelings? could you 
elaborate?   

diving into thE tExt:
60 minutes 
 (the following questions are intended to provide your group with a 
simple road map through the text. feel free to use these questions in ways 
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

• using the notes, discuss the nature and point of 
the book of Jonah. 

• read Jonah 4 aloud. read the text once more 
seeking to experience the text as Jonah.  

• what emotions does Jonah experience? seek to 
find as many as you can in the text. 

• in what ways, if any, does god invite Jonah to 

entertain a dialogue between what he knows and 
what he feels?  

• where might this dialogue lead Jonah should 
he entertain it? what point might you draw 
from this concerning the point of any dialogue 
between what we know and what we feel? could 
you elaborate?  

• do you think most people use their emotions in 
this manner? why might this be the case?  

• any dialogue between what we know and what 
we feel needs a framework. the following 
framework was proposed on sunday: 

 what am i feeling? 
 why might i be feeling this way?  
 with what i know is true, is this a   
 proper emotional response? 
 what is it in me which might be   
 causing me to respond in this way?  
 what might god be inviting me into?  
• what, if anything, might you add to this 

framework? what, if anything, might you take 
out? could you explain?  

• what might it look like to entertain a dialogue 
between what we know and what we feel on a 
regular basis? what might it take to make space 
for this in our lives? 

• consider closing by praying for god’s grace to 
integrate our emotions into our faith Journey.  



ContExt, BaCkground, and CommEntary

Jonah

the book of Jonah outlines a season of spiritual 
wrestling and ministry experience of a reluctant 
prophet by the name of Jonah. the prophet Jonah 
lived and prophesied during the 8th century b.c. 
(2 kings 14.25). because assyria destroyed the 
northern kingdom of israel in 721 b.c., the book 
likely describes events which took place early in the 8th 
century during a time of assyrian political weakness 
before the crowning of tiglath-pileser iii (745-727 
b.c.). 
until the 19th century, little doubt was had 
concerning the historicity of Jonah. however, recent 
scholarship has cast doubt on its historical accuracy, 
arguing that the book is a post-exilic writing meant to 
combat rising nationalism and exclusivism in israel; 
that is, the book is a work of literary resistance to 
the leadership of nehemiah and ezra. while the book 
certainly does carry a strong rebuke to nationalistic 
fervor, no evidence has been provided which says the 
events portrayed did not happen, nor is it necessary that 
Jonah himself wrote this book. it is possible that the 
story of Jonah was passed down in oral form or even in 
an early literary form which was later reworked into 
the present form of the book. what is known is that the 
events portrayed were never questioned by the Jews, 
Jesus, or the early church, but all accepted the book 
as scripture.  
in its present form, the book of Jonah exists as 
something akin to didactic history; that is, the book 
is written as history, but the story recorded serves 
to teach the reader truths which transcend the 
recorded events. assyria and its capital city of nineveh 
(modern mosul) was the great enemy of ancient israel, 
ultimately conquering the northern kingdom and 
leading the Jews into an exile from which they would 
never return. the rise of assyria as a power began 
about the same time israel came into existence as a 
nation (ca. 1000 b.c.). the first three centuries of the 
first millennium b.c. were marked by growing strength 
and nationalistic aspirations in assyria. it would have 
been impossible not to see and experience the political 

ripples of the rising threat that was assyria. by the 8th 
century b.c., it was apparent to many in israel that it 
was only a matter of time before assyria was successful 
in extending its empire to the southwest to include israel. 
this alone was enough to cause great animosity among 
the Jewish people for the assyrian people. at this time of 
heightened political strife between assyria and israel, 
god instructed Jonah to go to the assyrian capital of 
nineveh to preach against it. Jonah was reluctant to 
heed god’s call, but god redirected Jonah and nineveh 
repented in response to Jonah’s preaching. it is at this 
point that the reader discovers that the repentance and 
salvation of nineveh is the very thing Jonah sought to 
prevent. however, in a dialogue between god and the 
prophet, Jonah’s lack of concern for the assyrian people 
is called into question by god.  
as an historical work, the book outlines the gracious 
dealings of god with his reluctant prophet. however, 
as didactic history, the book challenges the idea that 
god’s love was limited to israel. a central verse to 
the book is the recitation of god’s character in Jonah 
4.2. this recitation of god’s character is a quote from 
exodus 34.6-7, a passage which is echoed throughout 
the old testament (numbers 14.18; nehemiah 9.17; 
psalm 86.15; 103.8; 145.8; Joel 2.13). within 
this climactic last chapter, this verse serves to raise 
the question of whether a god whose character was 
such could not extend his love to a people such as the 
assyrians. in so doing, the book invites god’s people to 
follow the lead of god in extending the same love to all, 
even those they reckoned as their enemy. the book serves 
as a constant reminder to god’s people in both ancient 
and modern times to question feelings of nationalism and 
exclusivism while encouraging feelings of love, mercy, 
and grace. 

thE tExt 
Jonah 4: Dialoging Between thought anD Feeling

the final chapter of Jonah is the climactic chapter of 
the book, raising key questions about the extent to which 
god could rightfully extend his love and salvation. the 
chapter begins with Jonah reacting to god’s choice to 
spare the city of nineveh (Jonah 3.10). the text reads 



that Jonah viewed this action as evil, a great evil. in 
response, Jonah became angry. what exactly angered 
Jonah is unspoken. some have suggested Jonah felt it 
was wrong to save the city because it made him look to 
be a false prophet (deuteronomy 18.21-22). others 
have suggested Jonah saw the political handwriting 
on the wall and felt that in sparing the ninevites, 
god was forsaking his people israel. both are likely 
part of the many thoughts running through Jonah’s 
mind when he realized god was not going to destroy 
nineveh. these thoughts would have led to feelings 
of shame, disgrace, disappointment, and even despair. 
however, all of these feelings coalesced into the 
overriding emotion of anger directed toward god.  
Jonah addresses god, stating his attempt to flee to 
tarshish had been meant to forestall the salvation 
of nineveh. Jonah knew god’s character consisted of 
grace, compassion, love, and mercy. therefore, it was 
highly likely god would relent in punishing nineveh, 
something Jonah did not want. therefore, Jonah had 
tried to allow the ninevites to perish in ignorance, 
something god had not allowed by redirecting Jonah 
with a storm and a large fish (Jonah 1-2).  
rather than rebuking Jonah, god responds by asking 
Jonah to consider his feeling of anger. he does not tell 
him not to feel angry but encourages him to consider 
the rightness of his anger. in so doing, god is asking 
Jonah to entertain a dialogue between his emotions and 
his beliefs about god (rational thought). god does not 
say what he intends Jonah to discover, but it is fairly 
apparent to the reader that god sees something Jonah 
does not. god intends that Jonah discover what he sees 
through this dialogue. the reader can assume what 
Jonah needs to discover lies in his heart because his 
anger is not in keeping with god’s character. however, 
Jonah can only discover what this is if he is willing to 
entertain this dialogue between what he knows about 
god and what he feels.  
rather than answering god and asking questions of his 
emotions, Jonah builds a shelter and waits to see what 
will happen to nineveh. it is traditionally assumed 
Jonah is waiting for god to destroy nineveh, but it 
is more likely Jonah is waiting for some divine action 

which will explain god’s choice to save the city. the text 
states that Jonah sits under the shade of a lean-to which 
he built. god causes a leafy plant to grow over the lean-
to, adding additional shade and life to the otherwise 
arid setting. then, god kills the plant so that it withers 
overnight and sends a sirocco wind which not only 
brings heat but is ionically charged so as to cause severe 
suffering on the part of those who experience them. 
Jonah is overwhelmed and once again states he wishes to 
die. here, Jonah experiences feelings of despair, sorrow, 
exasperation, and more. but, once more, these coalesce 
into anger. once again, god does not rebuke Jonah’s 
feeling but asks him to consider it, to entertain a dialogue 
between his feelings and his rational thought. this time, 
Jonah engages and notes that his feeling is right. it is the 
proper response to losing the plant in which he delighted. 
his feeling demonstrates his deep affection and sense of 
loss at something which was good and beneficial.  
god responds by urging Jonah to consider that a similar 
response lay behind the salvation of nineveh. god cared 
for and delighted in nineveh. therefore, to lose it would 
have caused him no small amount of pain. at this point, 
the reader can see that by inviting Jonah to consider his 
feeling of anger he was in fact inviting him to discover 
the heart of god. this was the thing which Jonah was 
missing, the very heart he did not have.  

rEal lifE with BlakE:
if my feelings are important on the Journey of faith, how 
do i use them? my feelings are powerful and raw, and i 
struggle to corral them. they want to break forth and 
lead me wherever they might run. i am discovering this is 
actually not a bad thing. the question concerns where i 
allow them to lead me. typically, i allow my emotions to 
lead me outward; that is, my emotions lead me to look for 
something/someone to blame, something in which to find 
solace, somewhere to hide, etc. most of these responses 
are destructive to me and others. however, my emotions 
can lead me to another place. they can lead me inward. 
when i allow them to lead me inward, to a Journey into 
myself, they help me discover parts of me i never knew 
existed. some of these are good. some are not so good. 



rEal lifE with you:
our emotions are important on the Journey of faith, but 
most of us don’t know how to use them. typically, we 
use our emotions to turn ourselves outward so we might 
engage in activities of blaming, shaming, controlling, 
and correcting. however, our emotions are best used to 
guide us inward, to discover what god longs to do inside 
us rather than leading us to attempt to do things with 
others. to use our emotions to guide us on this Journey, 
we must create space in our lives to entertain a dialogue 
between our mind and our emotions. this takes paying 
attention to our emotions and then pausing to ask and 

answer a series of questions: 

• what am i feeling? 
• why might i be feeling this way?  
• with what i know is true, is this a proper 

emotional response? 
• what is it in me which might be causing me to 

respond in this way?  
• what might god be inviting me into?  

when we pause and ask these questions, we discover 
much in us god longs to affirm and much he longs to 
develop. we also release ourselves from the endless 
destructive cycle of blaming and shaming. this week, 
you might consider practicing asking these questions of 
your own emotions. it is generally best to set aside time 
to be alone in a quite space. some people can entertain 
this dialogue in their heads, but it can also be helpful 
to Journal this dialogue to better pay attention to the 
dialogue between mind and heart. when you discover 
god’s invitation, ponder how you might respond. you 
might discuss what this is like with a spiritual friend or 
companion on the Journey of faith.  
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the good parts i discover need to be nurtured. the not 
so good, given to god for some divine weed-pulling. 
whatever response is needed, the point is that my 
emotions can lead me to discover depths within me which 
exist or need to exist on the Journey of faith. they can 
lead me there when i couple them with my rational mind.  
i know it sounds more complicated than it is, but it 
really is pretty simple. coupling our rational mind with 
our emotions is as simple as asking a question. for me, 
this begins by recognizing what i am feeling. i pause 
and recognize i am sad, or happy, or angry. rather 
than reacting, i Just watch my feeling. i welcome it as 
something good, given to me by god. i am beginning to 
view my emotions as invitations from god, so i want to 
pay careful attention. then, i ask the following question. 
why might i feel this way? i look hard and feel deeply and 
see if i can find the answer. when i find the answer, i ask 
another question. with what i know is true, is this the 
proper emotional response? i look hard and feel deeply 
and see if i can find the answer. when i can answer this 
question, i ask another. i ask, what is it in me that is 
causing me to respond in this way? i look hard and feel 
deeply. when i find the answer, i ask one final question. 
what is god inviting me into? with these questions, i 
look inward, dialoguing with my emotion. my emotions 
are not good or bad. they are simply there, gifts from 
god to be explored if i am willing. the more i am willing, 
the more i am realizing i have much in me which needs to 
grow, and much in me which god affirms. along the way, 
i learn a thing or two about god, his love, and what he 
is doing in the world. as for, what is outside me. . .i 
am learning that i am much too busy with what god is 
doing in me to have time to worry much about that which 
has provided no small amount of release. not having to 
blame, control, or correct others releases an incredible 
amount of pressure we feel. i can’t say i can do this in 
the heat of the moment, but more and more i am learning 
to pause and process. as i do, i see and experience god 
at work in me.  


