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Read Jonah 1:17 – 2:10

Well, here it is – the moment you have all been waiting for: Jonah was swallowed up by the large fish. Whenever we talk about the book of Jonah, this is the image everyone has. I get it.

Don’t get hooked on the fish. One commenter noted, “Men have been looking so hard at the great fish that they have failed to see the great God.” (G. Campbell Morgan, The Minor Prophets, p. 69). 

As we look at this part of the story today, we are going to tackle it in two parts: first, how it was intended to be heard by the original audience; and second, how it was interpreted by Jesus. 


Setting the scene

Just to remind us, Jonah did not start in the belly of the large fish. He was not in the water by accident. There was quite a bit of adventure in Chapter 1 that led to this point. Jonah, a prophet of the LORD, was charged by God to go to Nineveh to “cry out against it, for their wickedness had come up before the LORD.” Jonah did not want to go to Nineveh, in large part because it was enemy territory. He was a Jew and they were Assyrians. 

Not only did Jonah not want to go, Jonah did everything he could to not go. He went in the opposite direction. He went to a port where no one would know him. He got on a boat headed out to the open sea, in order to be as remote and inaccessible to complete the task as he could possibly get. He was exhausted and went down below deck and fell asleep, thinking he got away. 


Then, last week, we heard about how God “hurled a great storm” against the ship. The sailors all prayed to their own gods, ineffectively. Discerning that this storm was something more than just a meteorological anomaly, they drew lots to figure out who was responsible for it. The lot fell on Jonah. When he told them that they would have to throw him into the sea, they still tried to row him back to shore but were not stronger than the storm. Then, praying to God – Jonah’s God, Yahweh, the one true God – asking for mercy, they threw Jonah overboard unto a certain death. The storm ceased its raging and the men began to worship the LORD.

That is how Jonah ended up in the water. Jonah understood that being thrown into the water was the death sentence for his disobedience. For what it is worth, Jonah knew he deserved to be thrown into the water, knew it was justified. We, the listeners, think, “Good. That’s fair. He deserved it.”

A number of years ago, in the foolishness of my youth when I was serving with Jim Rauch in Escondido, we left on vacation after I preached the Sunday before Thanksgiving. We were driving to Sedona, Arizona. Now, for any of you who have driven through Arizona, you know that the speed limits go up and up and up – to as high as 85 miles per hour. Well, it was night and we had been on the road for a few hours and the Suburban (also known as the Behemoth, the creature described in Job 40, 

“Look at Behemoth,



which I made just as I made you;



it eats grass like an ox. 

Its strength is in its loins,



and its power in the muscles of its belly. 


It makes its tail stiff like a cedar;



the sinews of its thighs are knit together. 


Its bones are tubes of bronze,



its limbs like bars of iron); 

well, the Suburban was cruising at a smooth 82 in a 75 mile an hour zone. Or so I thought. What I had not seen was the dismally lit and woefully inadequate signs for a “reduced speed zone” and got pulled over doing 82 in a 65 mile an hour zone. While I was irked, I began to rationalize the justice in it by noting the number of times I had not been pulled over while being less than fastidious about adhering to the speed limit. 

The truth of the matter is: we cheer discipline and judgment when it is applied to someone else. “Good. They deserve it.” It is much more humbling when it is applied to us. Further, when we look at our own lives honestly and clearly, we can all see how we have been disobedient to God. We can see where judgment could, should, and might be applied.

Now, I spend the time reviewing this part of the story because it is imperative that we recognize Jonah’s perception that the judgment of death was merited. He was not arguing with the justice of the situation. He told the sailors they needed to throw him overboard in order to save their own lives and the ship. It marked Jonah’s acceptance of the consequences for his disobedience. 

For Jonah, if the indignity of being thrown into the sea was not sufficiently humbling unto death, being swallowed by a big fish had to seem like the icing on the cake. Can you imagine? “Oh, now what? Oh, this is just great.”

Here’s where you need to see some of the art of the story: some of you are going to wonder what kind of fish could hold Jonah for three days and three nights. Scripture does not tell; nor does the author seem to care particularly. 

The story does not specify what kind of fish it was, how Jonah could have lived inside it, or the answers to any other such queries. Yahweh can easily toss the wind around to make a storm when he wants to. Miraculously rescuing someone from drowning via a fish is no great feat, either. But it is not, also, a feat to be described analytically. …The numerous attempts made in the past to identify the sort of fish that could have kept Jonah alive in it are misguided. How would even Jonah himself have known? Can we assume that he caught a glimpse of it as it turned back to sea after vomiting him out on shore? How much could he have understood of what happened to him when he was swallowed? These questions have no answer. …What sorts of fish people can live inside is not an interest of the scripture. (Word Biblical Commentary, p. 474)

The key phrase is the three days and three nights, which are symbolic of the time it was understood to take to get from the living to Sheol – the habitation of the dead. 

As we learn from the prayer – this poem of thanksgiving that is given in Chapter 2:2-9 – Jonah experienced this encounter as being transported to, and then delivered from, the very depths of death. It is important to note that it is the first time in this book that Jonah has sought the presence of the LORD. It is the first time he has sought to address the LORD, sought to acknowledge the LORD, or in any way be in conversation with the LORD. “I called to the LORD out of my distress,” is how it began. Jonah prayed from the position of distress, recognizing that he had no claim on God. “Out of the belly of Sheol I cried, and you heard my voice.” Jonah was as good as dead, might as well have been dead, and yet God heard his voice. 

“You cast me into the deep, into the heart of the seas, and the flood surrounded me.” That sounds like a pretty accurate description of what it must have felt like to Jonah. “All your waves and billows passed over me.” They are God’s waves and billows, God is sovereign over all creation, including the sea. “Then I said, ‘I am driven away from your sight, how shall I look again upon your holy temple?” This is a reflection of Jonah’s lament and repentance. He realized his disobedience led to his being ostracized from God’s presence, and longs for a time when he would be able to worship again.

Again, Jonah described his predicament: “The waters closed in over me; the deep surrounded me; weeds were wrapped around my head at the roots of the mountains. I went down to the land whose bars closed upon me forever;” – that is literal death and spiritual death. However Jonah experienced his time in the sea and in the fish, this is a pretty good description of what it is like to feel separated from God. And the fish that to Jonah must have seemed like insult added to injury; well, instead of being the instrument of judgment and death, the great fish was an expression of God’s redemption. “Yet you brought up my life from the Pit, O LORD my God. As my life was ebbing away, I remembered the LORD; and my prayer came to you into your holy temple.” 
The LORD drove Jonah to repentance via judgment. The LORD made Jonah confront the consequences of his disobedience and rejection of God’s call, yet in God’s mercy that same judgment was paradoxically an instrument of redemption and grace. The very thing Jonah was trying to prevent God from effecting with Nineveh is what he experienced in the midst of the deep. 

Look how this prayer ends: “Those who worship vain idols forsake their true loyalty. But I with the voice of thanksgiving” – he is still in the fish in the deep, remember – “ will sacrifice to you; what I have vowed I will pay. Deliverance belongs to the LORD!” Jonah declared God’s worth and – from the midst of peril, danger and despair – looks forward to paying his tithes and offerings in worship. (Best stewardship moment in Scripture!) How many of you look forward to the offering in the service as a time of joy? 

Leslie Allen noted that “both chapters 1 and 2 end with the theme of sacrifice and vows. The narrator by his inclusion of the psalm immediately after chapter 1 slyly intends his audience to draw a parallel between Jonah’s experience and that of the [sailors]. Both faced a similar crisis , peril from the sea; both cried to Yahweh, acknowledging his sovereignty. Both were physically saved; both offered worship.” (Allen, New International Commentary on the Old Testament, p. 219).

Worship is a big deal. It is a blessing, even if it is not always entertaining. It means being in God’s presence; something that Jonah valued very deeply. It is very lonely to turn our back on God or to feel as if we have been banished. Both here and again at the end of the next stanza, Jonah remembered the blessing of being in the presence of the LORD as signified by being present in his holy temple. 

I remember years ago, when I was a recent college graduate and living in Indianapolis, going to law school and trying to get started in life, before the days of the internet and cell phones and instant communication, I had fallen out of the habit of going to church. I did not know anyone outside of the law school, did not have a lot of money, and was mentally and spiritually exhausted a lot of the time. I was an eight hour drive away from anyone I knew. As far as I was concerned, it probably would have taken three days and three nights to get back among the living. 

Sunday mornings were a great time for sleep; though I discovered that I did not really end up sleeping very well. There was an emptiness that filled my heart. There was an element of the prodigal son, where I finally came to myself and realized what I had been missing by not going to worship. I got up the courage to walk into a church. I did the guest thing by hiding in one of the back pews. During the service, it was just wonderful to bask in the presence of the LORD. I do not remember much about the sermon or the music, but I remember just sitting there being blessed by being in the presence of the proclaimed Word. 

That is what Jonah is praying about – he knew what he had lost by running away. To the original hearers, the message of God’s deliverance for Jonah and the Gentile sailors would have been loud and clear. It was a statement of how God was God of all; not just of a few. It was a statement of God’s universal sovereignty and purpose; not just favoritism towards Israel. 

Now, I want to digress for just a minute to talk about what this part of Jonah does NOT say. The plotline of Jonah is not a roadmap of how God acts in every circumstance. Things are included in the Bible because they reveal something significant about God. Here, the point of Jonah reveals how God is sovereign over nature, over the nations, and even over death itself. It reveals important things about God’s character that we hear so often in the Psalms, “slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.” 

However, saying “Jonah reveals that God is sovereign” is not to say that God will intervene to our satisfaction every time someone is in trouble. It is not to promise that every story has a happy ending from a human perspective. Hurricanes, floods, earthquakes, and tsunamis are not always devices to wake up wayward prophets. There is not a large fish waiting for everyone who is in dire straits. Sometimes people drown. Sometimes bad things happen. We are about six weeks away from the 10th anniversary of the September 11 terrorist attacks. Earlier this week, in Norway, a man killed more than ninety people in a bomb attack and gunfire on a secluded island. We grieve when we experience or read about these tragedies and wickedness. The occurrence of these horrible things does not negate the point of Jonah.

While we cannot always count on the plot line of Jonah to be repeated, we can apply the message of Jonah to all these horrible situations. “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in time of trouble. Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change, though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea; though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble with its tumult.” (Psalm 46:1-3). God is gracious and compassionate and his steadfast love endures forever. It is the “forever” part of that we need to see. It is the hope we have assured in Jesus Christ. 


How Jesus Interpreted Jonah
If you remember our study of Hebrews this past spring, you will remember the early chapters in which the preacher showed the “better-ness” of Jesus than the icons of the Old Testament: Jesus was greater than the angels, Jesus was greater than Moses, Jesus was greater than the great High Priest in the order of Aaron, Jesus was greater than King David. 

Here, with regard to Jonah, Jesus provided the analysis himself. The gospels report several different times when Jesus mentioned or alluded to the Jonah story. The most significant occurrence is reported in Matthew 12:38-42. 

“Then some of the scribes and Pharisees said to him,  ‘Teacher, we wish to see a sign from you.’” Jesus’ response referred back to Jonah. “An evil and adulterous generation asks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah.” Jesus drew the comparison; so, what was his point? The sign of God’s sovereignty and the presence of the kingdom of God would be seen in “the authorization of the divine messenger by deliverance from death.” (Allen, NIC, p. 196) Jonah’s was miraculous; Jesus’ was redemptive. “For just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the sea monster, so for three days and three nights the son of Man will be in the heart of the earth.” The sign of Jonah was God’s ability to deliver the disobedient prophet from the consequence of death; the sign of the Son of Man for the obedient prophet to conquer death itself. Jesus was predicting that he would not simply survive; rather, in his resurrection, he would overcome death.

Jesus did not expound on the nature of the fish or how it was uniquely structured to keep Jonah alive. Nor did he explain how the resurrection would happen. Instead, his prediction of his resurrection was a rebuke of the unfaithfulness of those who refused to recognize his identity. God sent Jonah – a prophet delivered from death – to proclaim judgment to Nineveh. It led to their repentance. God gave his only begotten Son – with deeds and signs of power, including the promise and realization of the resurrection – to effect judgment on sin. It did not lead to the repentance of the scribes and Pharisees; thus the people of Nineveh would rise up at the judgment and condemn that generation. 

Jonah experienced God’s mercy, went to Nineveh as an act of obedience, proclaimed the message God had given him, they repented and received mercy. Jesus, who though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.” He proclaimed the gospel, “The time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is near; repent and believe the good news.” That gospel is out there, waiting to be heard, waiting to be shared. Do you believe? 

Conclusion

The point of this section to the original hearers was to demonstrate Jonah’s recognition of his deserving the consequence of death, accepting it as a reality, and then experiencing the wonder of God’s deliverance. The point of this section to Jesus’ listeners was that God had provided an example of deliverance and that he, Jesus, would be an even greater exhibition of God’s sovereignty in conquering the grave – a sign that should cause listeners to examine their own lives, repent, and experience God’s forgiveness.  The point of this section to you and me today is that God delivered on the promises Jesus made – a sign to you and me to examine our own lives, repent, experience God’s grace and forgiveness, and live in the reality of the kingdom of God. 

Don’t look so hard at the great fish that you have fail to see the great God.

Amen.
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