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JONAH

Key verse: 1:17 

“But the Lord provided a great fish to swallow Jonah,

and Jonah was inside the fish three days and three nights.”



The prophecy of Jonah has a simple structure. He ran away from the Lord, then was put in the fish. He went to Nineveh and made the city repent after he was freed from the fish. Then he had a Bible study to learn God’s mind. Most people brush away the fish part because they think it is a fable or mythology. That is why we ourselves focused on 4:11. In our study today we will put our focus on 1:17 because Jesus our Lord quoted Jonah’s experience in the fish as a sign. Not only did Christ our Lord quote it as a sign, he completed and fulfilled Jonah’s prophecy in his death, burial and resurrection after three days. 

I.  1:1-16. At this the men greatly feared the Lord

1:1,2. “The word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai.: ‘Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up before me.’” Jonah probably was a prophet for the people of Israel (2Ki 14:25), and now he was sent to Nineveh to preach there. The “word” in this case was the specific calling for Jonah to go to preach in the capital of Assyria. Why did he need the word to come to him? The word “come” implies God’s visit.

Many people ridicule us when we get serious about Bible study. They mock us because there are only words from our mouth with no action taking. We often feel like we are just playing words of the Bible. But until the word of God comes there comes no fruition. In the 80’s, when Korea was under a military regime, all the shepherds there were determined to martyr for the freedom of the nation. They all read Bonhoeffer’s books and studied them that they may die like him. Now many of them are preoccupied with the maintenance of their chapters. In both situations they have been trying to do what is right. But it was they who took the initiative in their thoughts and actions. There is no sign that the word of God came to them. May the word of God come to his people.

The Lord called Nineveh a great city. He is fair. No Israelites, including Jonah, would call the city a great city. God taught Jonah to call a great city great, and good people good. That was the beginning of the preparation to be a missionary. God commanded Jonah to preach against the great city. Why did God ask Jonah, a prophet in a small country like Israel, to challenge the immensely powerful nation  all by himself? As we read his command we learn that God was not dumping the responsibility on Jonah. The great city was wicked against God, and Jonah was told to speak that message. God taught Jonah that he was not the God of the Israelites only. He was God of the Assyrians, too. He made Nineveh a great city. Now they became wicked. So he sent his servant to speak against them.

What did Jonah do? Verse 3. “But Jonah ran away from the Lord and headed for Tarshish. He went down to Joppa, where he found a ship bound for that port. After paying the fare, he went aboard and sailed for Tarshish to flee from the Lord.” Jonah’s action shows that his running away was a premeditated plan. He ran away because he did not want to preach against the Ninevites. We do not know how he, a servant of God, would think that he could run away from the Lord. He could have known better. But then we can understand that Jonah just wanted to get away. We understand him because we often practice the same self-deception.

What did the Lord do? Verse 4. “Then the Lord sent a great wind on the sea, and such a violent storm arose that the ship threatened to break up.” The wind was so great and violent that it made the seasoned sailors afraid. Verse 5. “All the sailors were afraid and each cried out to his own god. And they threw the cargo into the sea to lighten the ship. But Jonah had gone below deck, where he lay down and fell into a deep sleep.” In the attitude of the sailors we learn why the Lord sent a storm to those who were not guilty of running away from God. Verse 5 says each cried out to his own god. Fear does not lead a man to God. but they lived with fear. They threw cargo into the sea. This shows how precious life is to men. They lived with fear for survival. God wanted to lead them to fear the Lord. 

We also see Jonah’s indifference. When he sought hiding, he became indifferent to the point of being so dull and stupid as to sleep in the midst of the storm, while all the others were crying. God sent the storm to bring this man back to the Lord. God rebuked his servant through a Gentile captain. Verse 6. “The captain went to him and said, ‘How can you sleep? Get up and call on your god! Maybe he will take notice of us, and we will not perish.’”

Verse 7-8. “Then the sailors said to each other, ‘Come, let us cast lots to find out who is responsible for this calamity.’ They cast lots and the lot fell on Jonah. So they asked him, ‘Tell us, who is responsible for making all this trouble for us? What do you do? Where do you come from? What is your country? From what people are you?’” In extreme fear the sailors tried this god and that religion. Now they cast lots to find who to blame. We do not know why they did such a foolish thing. But that is what we do. They asked what he did for living, where he lived, his nationality and his race. We see their extreme confusion. When a man is in disaster or in great distress he ought to examine himself and his whole life before God. Then he must confess that he bears a just judgment. That is how he meets God. That is what our Lord showed to us. He saw that we are in sin and in God’s judgment. He confessed on behalf of us our sin and received judgment on his body. That is how God has come to us.

How did Jonah take responsibility when the ship was put in danger in the storm? Verse 9. He answered, “I am a Hebrew and I worship the Lord, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the land.”  This terrified them and they asked, “What have you done?” (They knew he was running away from the Lord, because he had already told them so.)  The sea was getting rougher and rougher. So they asked him, “What should we do to you to make the sea calm down for us?” They asked counsel of Jonah! Verse 12. “Pick me up and throw me into the sea,” he replied, “and it will become calm. I know that it is my fault that this great storm has come upon you.”
Jonah was aware that the storm was from the Lord, because of him. He told them that they could not pacify God or overcome God’s punishment. They had to throw Jonah into the sea. He did not complain that God’s punishment was too severe. He willingly bore his charge on himself. How could he confess the true God when he was experiencing fearful judgment? He could when he repented. He teaches us by his example the power of true confession of repentance. By his example we also learn that that is what God urges us in our daily encounters. Let’s read verses 9 and 12. 

Verse 13. “Instead, the men did their best to row back to land. But they could not, for the sea grew even wilder than before.” Now the sailors learned to fear the Lord. That is why they did not throw Jonah into the sea, for they recognized that he was a servant of God, a prophet. Verses 14-16. “Then they cried to the Lord, “O Lord, please do not let us die for taking this man’s life. Do not hold us accountable for killing an innocent man, for you, O Lord, have done as you pleased.”  Then they took Jonah and threw him overboard, and the raging sea grew calm. At this the men greatly feared the Lord, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows to him.”
When the Bible speaks of the fear of God, it sometimes means outward worship, and sometimes true piety. We do not know if they learned to fear God, in other words, really repented. Only time will tell the truth of their fear. Those who truly repented would make a great progress, those who cheated would remain in their superstition. We learn in the example of Jonah that God judges man’s rebellion with wrath. We also learn from his example to repent. That is how we live to God and die to this world. Jonah ran away from the Lord, but he was brought back to the Lord. When he confessed that he was responsible for the storm, the men feared the Lord.  The Lord taught Jonah that he is the Lord of all nations, of all people. 

II.  Jonah’s prayer from inside the fish (2:1-10)

What did the Lord do for Jonah? Verse 17. “But the Lord provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three days and three nights.” Praise the Lord! Verse 2:1 says, “From inside the fish Jonah prayed to the Lord his God.” We learn that Jonah prayed from inside the fish?
Jonah was driven with an impulse just to get out when he ran away.  He attempted what he knew was impossible: to flee from the Lord. Now he is praying when he is confined in the belly of the fish. We see in his change the effect of the work of the Shepherd and the Overseer of our souls (1Pe 2:25). We let ourselves be driven with all kinds of wicked thoughts. May God help us to pray.

What do we learn from Jonah’s prayer?  2:2. He said: “In my distress I called to the Lord, and he answered me. From the depths of the grave I called for help, and you listened to my cry.” Jonah was distressed when he recognized his sin. He realized that he deserved hell and had no escape from the judgment. We learn that he prayed when he was “in distress” and “from the depths of the grave.” He means that he prayed when he was tossed out of the ship. How could he pray when he was thrown into the sea? It was because he saw God before him when he repented. The storm of the sea, the panic of the sailors, the guilty conscience, the fear of death—whatever it might have been—disappeared when he repented. He stood before God alone without hindrance. 

We learn in the following verses of his prayer that this does not mean that Jonah was free from experiencing God’s judgment. While he sinking down to the bottom of the sea he saw the currents swirling around him. Seaweed was wrapped around his head. Verses 3-5. “You hurled me into the deep, into the very heart of the seas, and the currents swirled about me; all your waves and breakers swept over me. I said, ‘I have been banished from your sight; yet I will look again toward your holy temple.’ The engulfing waters threatened me, the deep surrounded me; seaweed was wrapped around my head.” The amazing truth of his prayer is that while he was going down, being swept by the currents of the sea, he knew that he was being banished from God. His mind was set on this agenda and so he looked again toward God who hurled him into the sea. He cried out to God and committed himself into God’s hand. He sought God 100%. He no more sought liberty or deliverance.     

When he sought God Jonah experienced what is more than human. He was swallowed up by a big fish and found himself alive inside the fish. There was more to it than the supernatural experience. Jonah learned that salvation comes from the Lord, the God of Israel, when he was saved miraculously. He learned the secret of our union with God, which nothing and no one can put asunder. Verses 6-7. “ To the roots of the mountains I sank down; the earth beneath barred me in forever. But you brought my life up from the pit, O Lord my God. When my life was ebbing away, I remembered you, Lord, and my prayer rose to you, to your holy temple.”

When a man is punished by God he clings to idols while he is conscious of the worthlessness of the act and the foolishness of himself. In other words men give up themselves. But Jonah clung to God, and now offered sacrifice with a song of thanksgiving. Since he had nothing to sacrifice we can understand that he meant to worship God with thanksgiving. “Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs. But I, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you. What I have vowed I will make good. Salvation comes from the Lord.”

Jonah prayed at the mouth of hell. If so, in tears we must pray. In pain we must look toward God. Then we will be with him. In all things we must remember the grace of our Lord Jesus. He has revealed to us the One and Only, the Lord, the God of Israel, is near us. We must, therefore, worship God by the grace of our Lord Jesus with thanksgiving in all circumstances. When we come to God in prayer we will stand on the other side of the river. Verse 10 says, “And the Lord commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land.”

III. Jonah goes to Nineveh (3:1-10)

3:1-3a. “Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time: ‘Go to the great city of Nineveh and proclaim to it the message I give you.’ Jonah obeyed the word of the Lord and went to Nineveh.” We learn that Jonah went to Nineveh when the word of the Lord came to him a second time. It was not that he repented and changed his mind and went to the city. We read in the record of Israel’s history that they often rejected God twice, three times, or sometime even more with that sort of self-propelled impulse. Jonah waited for the Lord until the word of God came to him. We should pay close attention to the word “come” also in order to understand Jonah’s obedience. It was not that Jonah felt strongly about the mission. As we see in the next passages, Jonah was reluctant to the end and begrudged the mission even after he had done it. He went because going to Nineveh was the execution of God’s holy justice, doing God’s work. He surrendered to God. That was the truth and the nature of his obedience.

Verses 3b-4. “Now Nineveh was a very important city—a visit required three days. On the first day, Jonah started into the city. He proclaimed: ‘Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned.’” Not surprisingly Jonah’s message wasn’t kind. But a strange thing happened. Verses 5-9. “The Ninevites believed God. They declared a fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth. 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. Then 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. 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. Who knows? God may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will not perish.’” The Assyrians, who were notorious for their cruelty and pride, repented. They even made their animals repent. We know from history that they simply wanted to escape the calamity. They returned to their practice of abusing other people. Jonah was not talking about their conversion as much he talks about God when he later recorded this event. By the time of his writing the Assyrians recovered from the temporary anarchy and reorganized their nation. They were ready to attack Israel.

Jonah was testifying to God’s justice. Jonah is prophesying here that in the event of the survival of Assyria during the crucial period is testified God’s justice. This truth would become clearer when God revealed his justice on the cross of our Lord Jesus (Ro 3:26). What did God do when he saw their repentance? Verse 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.” This truth is discernible to whom the word of God comes.

IV. A vine and the people in Nineveh (4:11)

4:1-3. “But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry. “He prayed to the Lord, “O Lord, is this not what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity. Now, O Lord, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.” Jonah was angry because God spared the Assyrians. 

Verse 4. “But the Lord replied, ‘Have you any right to be angry?’” There was no answer from Jonah. He now realized that he had no right to be angry with the Lord being compassionate with Assyrians. He was angry with the Assyrians because they abused his people. But now he is reminded that they were God’s own creation as Israel was, under God’s sovereign rule as his people were. He did not have right to judge Assyria one way or another. God alone had the right. But our prophet was just like us. He yielded but never repented. He knew God hadn’t been pleased with the practice of Assyria. He knew that God judges those who are against him. Being equipped with the biblical knowledge he waited anxiously when God would destroy the city. After he had done God’s mission he employed himself in a self-devised mission. Verse 5. “Jonah went out and sat down at a place east of the city. There he made himself a shelter, sat in its shade and waited to see what would happen to the city.”
Gracious God! The Lord knew that his servant had an uncompromising heart. He was angry with the Assyrians because he cared about God’s flock. The Lord knew that his servant was so tender and caring that he was concerned about a vine. He knew that Jonah was angry with the Assyrians because the cruel people hurt God’s flock. What could God do with a servant who was right but lacked the understanding of God? God had a Bible study with Jonah. Verse 6-11. “Then the Lord God provided a vine and made it grow up over Jonah to give shade for his head to ease his discomfort, and Jonah was very happy about the vine. But at dawn the next day God provided a worm, which chewed the vine so that it withered. When the sun rose, God provided a scorching east wind, and the sun blazed on Jonah’s head so that he grew faint. He wanted to die, and said, ‘It would be better for me to die than to live.’ But God said to Jonah, ‘Do you have a right to be angry about the vine?’ ‘I do,’ he said. ‘I am angry enough to die.’ But the Lord said, ‘You have been concerned about this vine, though you did not tend it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight.’ But Nineveh has more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, and many cattle as well. Should I not be concerned about that great city?”
Jonah was a great man of God. He was a prophet for Israel, a missionary sent to Nineveh. In one preaching he brought the city which the Lord himself called great to repentance, from its king to all the animals. But he still needed to learn God’s mind.

We also learn that Jonah’s experience of being in the fish three days and three nights is a sign which leads us to faith in God. As we have been learning all along in the other prophets, here again is declared that in God is our salvation. Just as all the prophets showed the in growing faith we tend to think of salvation in terms of the preservation of us. We should be awakened to God. Jesus our Lord reveals to us that we may die so that we may live again. The gospel of his death and of his burial and his resurrection after three days is not a manual how not to die. May we die to all these that we may live.

