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Scripture: Jonah 1:10-16

10 Then the men were exceedingly afraid, and said to him, “Why have you done this?” For
the men knew that he fled from the presence of the LORD, because he had told them. 11 Then
they said to him, “What shall we do to you that the sea may be calm for us?”—for the sea
was growing more tempestuous.

12 And he said to them, “Pick me up and throw me into the sea; then the sea will become
calm for you. For I know that this great tempest is because of me.”

13 Nevertheless the men rowed hard to return to land, but they could not, for the sea
continued to grow more tempestuous against them. 14 Therefore they cried out to the LORD
and said, “We pray, O LoRD, please do not let us perish for this man’s life, and do not charge
us with innocent blood; for You, O LorDp, have done as it pleased You.” 15 So they picked up
Jonah and threw him into the sea, and the sea ceased from its raging. 16 Then the men
feared the LoRrD exceedingly, and offered a sacrifice to the LORD and took vows.
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Review

Last time we began by looking at an overview of the book of Jonah. We asked and answered a
number of important questions that help us better appreciate what we are reading. Let us briefly
recap some of the things we said. When it came to the authorship of the book the traditional view
has always been that the prophet Jonah is the author. Many modern scholars dispute this but I see no
good reason to doubt that he is the one inspired through the Holy Spirit. We know that the prophet
Jonah, whose name means “dove” was from the town of Gath Hepher, a town 5 miles (8 km) from
Nazareth in Galilee. This means that he was one of the few prophets that came from the northern
kingdom of Israel. We also know through the reference made to him in 2nd Kings that he lived and
ministered during the reign of King Jeroboam II. He reigned from 793-753 BC. This enables us to
tentatively date the book of Jonah to the late 8th century BC. We then went on to talk a little about
the historic background for Jonah. It was written during a time of expansion and growth for Israel.
The nations border had expanded, and they felt safe and confident. However they had at the same
time become insular and selfish in their outlook. They wanted to keep God's goodness to themselves
and not allow Gentiles to come to know the Lord. This attitude of disdain for others is typified by
Jonah. When God calls him to go to the Assyrian city of Nineveh he does not want to go. He does
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not want to preach to them of God's mercy if they repent of their sins. The book of Jonah then
serves as a reminder to us that God loves and cares about all of His creation. Though we may be His
special chosen people this does not give us the right to keep the gospel message only for ourselves.
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Last time we looked at verses 1 to 3 of chapter one. These verses outlined God's initial call to Jonah
and Jonah's response. God's Word came to Jonah, and he was entrusted with a mission. God wanted
him to travel to the Assyrian city of Nineveh and preach to them about their wickedness. The
message they were to receive was that God was not happy with them, and if they didn't repent they
would face God's wrath. This was not something Jonah wanted to do. We can clearly see this from
his reaction. Nineveh was around 550 miles north east from Israel. Instead, Jonah traveled to the
port of Joppa and caught a ship for Tarshish in the west. Most scholars believe that Tarshish was
modern day Spain or Gibraltar. This is a distance of around 2,500 miles in the opposite direction! I
hope you are understanding this. Jonah was diametrically opposed to obeying God and preaching to
the people of Nineveh. Let's see what happens to him in chapter 1.

In chapter one I think we can distinguish three parts to the story.
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1 The storm at sea

2 Jonah is thrown into the sea Verses 10-16
nitho] A7 g
3 |Jonah is swallowed by the fish Verse 17

We pick up the action with Jonah onboard the cargo ship sailing towards Tarshish. He had done his
best to flee from God and what God wanted Him to do. Perhaps he thought that he had escaped or
eluded God's attention. He was about to find out how wrong he was. God, the writer tells us “sent
out” or more literally “hurled out” a mighty wind against the ship. The waves rose and battered the
ship to the point where the sailors believed it would be broken into pieces. In verse five the two
very different responses from the sailors and Jonah are highlighted. The sailors were greatly afraid.
Most likely they had experienced severe storms and even shipwrecks before. The crew was almost
certainly made up of sailors from different nations or regions. This was why when danger arose they
all prayed to their individual gods for help.

We also get an insight into how seriously they considered this storm in that they threw the cargo
overboard. Jonah however far from being anxious or afraid was sleeping deeply in the lower parts
of the ship. What an interesting contrast. The sailors fearfully praying to gods that didn't exist and
Jonah who had a relationship with the one true God fast asleep. Jonah is aroused from his peaceful
sleep by the ship's captain. This was a crisis, certainly not a time for sleep. His men had prayed to
their gods for help and nothing had happened. He wanted Jonah to pray to his God for assistance.
This of course was exactly what Jonah didn't want to do. He was trying to run away from God not
enter into His presence in prayer. The sailors turn next in their desperation to what we today would
describe as superstition. In order to find out who was responsible for the storm they cast lots. In the
bible casting lots was a divinely prescribed method of learning God's will (see Lev. 16:8-10; Num.
26:55-56). However for pagan peoples it was akin to superstitious gambling or betting. The text
does not tell us why they turned to lots. Perhaps they had some spiritual insight, or sensed a spiritual
power in the storm. In this case however God allowed the lots to reveal to pagans exactly who was

responsible for the storm.

Once Jonah has been identified as the culprit the sailors begin to interrogate him with questions.
They are desperate to find a remedy for this crisis and save their lives. Had he done something to
bring down a curse upon them? Was it related to his occupation or home-town? Might it be as a
result of his ethnicity or nation of origin? Jonah simply tells them that he is a Hebrew who
worshiped Yahweh Elohim, the heavenly God of the Hebrews. It is this God, he tells them who

made and controls the sea.

2 Jonah is thrown into the sea

By describing His God as the maker of the sea Jonah informs the sailors that His God is the one
responsible for this current crisis. It soon becomes obvious to them that Jonah had done something
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wrong and was running away from God. This leads naturally to them being even more afraid and
asking a very logical question, “Why have you done this?” Even pagan men knew the futility of
trying to run away from a supernatural being. I think we can also infer from their fear that they had
heard of Yahweh and his power. He was not a God to make angry. At least knowing who is
responsible for the situation allows them to search for a solution. What can be done to alleviate this
problem? The raging storm is continuing to worsen. Jonah it seems has the answer to the problem.
It is for them to throw him overboard into the sea. He knows that for the sailors to survive he must
be sacrificed. Now we may at this point consider Jonah to be heroic or noble. What a brave man he
was, willing to die for others. However he could have asked the sailors to return him to Joppa so
that he could obey God. He chose not to do this. It seems then that he still considered death
preferable to obeying God. Why also we might ask did he not just throw himself into the sea and
commit suicide? Then his death would have been upon himself and not on others. I suspect he did
not have the courage. It takes more courage to kill yourself than to ask someone else to kill you.
However to their credit the sailors were reluctant to throw Jonah to his death. They knew that Jonah
was a prophet of a mighty God, and they did not want to be responsible for his death. They tried
therefore with all their might to row the boat into shore so that Jonah could get off safely. The storm
however made this impossible. It is at this moment of frustration at the futility of their efforts that
these pagan sailors do something remarkable. They do something that even God's prophet is not
recorded doing. They prayed to God.

You've perhaps heard the saying, “there are no atheists in foxholes.” It is an expression used to
explain that in moments of extreme stress or fear people always turn to a higher power for help.
These sailors knew that this was a life or death situation. They did not want God to punish them for
being responsible for killing His prophet. But they were out of options. They had tried praying to
their gods, lightening the ship, asking Jonah to pray, questioning him and trying to row to shore.
Nothing had worked, so they were left with throwing Jonah overboard. Picking him up they toss
him over the side and just as Jonah predicted the seas became calm. This of course proves that this
was a divine storm and that Yahweh was indeed the God who controlled the seas. This produces in
the sailors the correct response to God. We are told, the men feared the Lord exceedingly, and
offered a sacrifice to the Lord and took vows. They rightly recognised who God was and presented
Him an offering or a sacrifice of thanks. They also took vows expressing their intent to continue in
faithful worship. Did they continue on in their new faith and give up their worship of pagan gods?
We are not told, I would like to think that they turned from their pagan ways and put their faith in
the God of Jonah.
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3 Jonah is swallowed by the fish

The final verse of chapter one tells us what happened to Jonah in the water. It is when many readers
come to verse 17 that they start to question what they are reading. Up until this point they can
accept what is recorded, but the idea of a fish swallowing a man is utterly unbelievable. So let us
consider what we are told. It tells us that God prepared or appointed a great fish to swallow Jonah.
Is this that preposterous? This is after all the God who spoke all that exists into existence. So the
idea that He could direct a large fish to swallow Jonah isn't so strange. Others have argued that fish
cannot swallow people whole. This is simply untrue.

There are in fact a number of fish which could easily swallow a man whole. Some of these species
whilst rare are occasionally seen in the Mediterranean ocean. These include the whale shark, the
Sperm whale and the White Shark. The Natural History of Sharks reports that a 4.5 metre white
shark caught in 1939 contained two whole 1.8 metre sharks in its stomach. In truth, we will never
be able to accurately identify which species of fish or other creature swallowed Jonah. However it is
largely irrelevant. What we are reading about is God's divine intervention. He directed this fish to
perform this action which preserved Jonah's life.

I cannot move on from this without telling you the story of James Bartley. James Bartley (1870-
1909) was a British sailor on board the whaling ship the Star of the East. In 1891 the ship was in the
seas near the Falkland Islands in the South Atlantic. During the fight to catch a large Sperm Whale
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Bartley's small boat was hit by the whale's tail, and he was thrown into the water. His body was not
recovered and it was assumed that he had drowned. Later the whalers caught a Sperm Whale and
brought it closes to the ship to cut up. This took quite a long time and it was not until the next day
that the crew found something amazing. Curled up inside the belly of the whale was James Bartley.
The whales stomach acids had bleached his hands and face white but after some time he made a full
recovery. Some over the years have disputed this story. It may or may not be true. Fortunately we
cannot say the same thing about Jonah. We can accept its validity because Jesus confirmed the story
to be true. In Matthew's gospel the Lord Jesus is approached by scribes and Pharisees seeking a
sign. They want “proof” of who He really is. This is what Jesus tells them; But He answered and
said to them, “An evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign, and no sign will be given to it
except the sign of the prophet Jonah. For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the
great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. (Matthew
12:39-40) In other words Jesus is telling them that just like Jonah came up, essentially from the
grave (death) after three days so will He. This will be the sign that verifies who He is. Jesus clearly
accepted the story of Jonah to be historic fact. Why else would He use it to prove His point. We
leave Jonah then for today safe and sound inside the belly of the great fish. Despite his foolish
rebellion God, our merciful Lord is preserving him to use him later.
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Things to think about
I have two things for us to think about from today's passage.

1 What will God do to bring you back in line?

The answer to that question is; whatever God deems necessary. For Jonah who was going to
extreme measures to try and run away from God it took an extreme response from God. He was
thrown to probable death by drowning in the sea only to be swallowed by a fish. I think God
managed to get his attention. What about us? Often just like with Jonah sin comes between us and
God. What do you suppose God will do to bring you back in line with Him? If you fail to listen to
the Holy Spirit and His gentle nudges how extreme might things get? Might you miss out on God's
blessings? Might God take more extreme measures to lovingly restore you to fellowship with Him?
None of us want to experience the correcting hand of the Lord. Therefore let us strive to stay in full
obedience to God so that He is not forced to apply His hand of correction and discipline.

2 Are you a sleeping Christian?
Whilst the storm raged Jonah slept. Whilst there was need for prayer and a pleading for God's

mercy the only one who knew the true God slumbered. There are many sleeping Christians today.
Christians who when it comes to influence or effect on the world around them are effectively
asleep. Recently I received an email from a friend of my sisters who I had not seen in over 20 years.
She recently came to faith in the Lord Jesus. Like all new Christians she was brimming with fire
and passion for the Lord. She was truly awake to who God was, what He had done for her and what
He wanted her to do. It made me stop and think. Had I slipped into a sleepy state. I think perhaps I
had and perhaps you have too. It's time to wake up and properly serve the Lord.
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