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Jonah Chapter 1

Last week we began looking at the first Chapter of the book of Jonah.  We read that “”The word of the Lord came to Jonah” instructing him to do what?  “Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it…”  And what did Jonah do?  He refused.  He went immediately to Joppa and got on a boat bound for Tarshish.  Did Jonah know it was wrong to run? Of course he did.  Didn’t Jonah know that he couldn’t run from the Lord?  Sure he did.  So why did he run away?  He was afraid.  He hated the Assyrians and the Ninevites and did not want to see God’s grace extended to them. He was angry with God and wanted to break off his relationship with Him—to flee from the “face of God.”  Jonah’s a lot like all of us:  We believe in God, and we trust him and we even obey him—up to a point.  Like Jonah, we are God’s faithful and obedient servants as long as what God wants matches what we want.  But when God's command goes contrary to what we want, like Jonah we’re going to resist or even rebel.  For all of us, there is some command of God that we find difficult to hear, some instruction from God that sends us into a panic, some thing that prompts us to say, "Anything but that, Lord!" 

So let’s pick up this week with verse 4 of Chapter 1:

4 Then the LORD sent a great wind on the sea, and such a violent storm arose that the ship threatened to break up. 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.
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." 
7 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. 
8 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?" 
 9 He answered, "I am a Hebrew and I worship the LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the land." 
10 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.) 
11 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?" 
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." 
13 Instead, the men did their best to row back to land. But they could not, for the sea grew even wilder than before. 14 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." 15 Then they took Jonah and threw him overboard, and the raging sea grew calm. 16 At this the men greatly feared the LORD, and they offered a sacrifice to the LORD and made vows to him. 
17 But the LORD provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three days and three nights.

As we begin this section, Jonah has successfully “escaped” from God and the assignment to go and preach at Nineveh—or so he thinks.  He’s on the ship and headed to Tarshish.  But while Jonah is running away from God, God is not running away from Jonah.   God has not forgotten about Jonah, and he’s not done with him yet. But God needs to “break in” to Jonah’s life and bring him back to his senses.  And how does God do that?  He sends a storm—the scripture says, “such a violent storm that the ship threatened to break up.” Notice that the scripture says, “the LORD sent a great wind on the sea.”  Did this storm just happen?  Was it a natural phenomenon?  No—it was specially “created” by God.  For what purpose?  To punish Jonah?  No.  Is the storm an instrument of God’s wrath?  No.  So what is it?  It is an instrument of—an evidence of—his grace and mercy toward Jonah.  He is not going to allow him to get away.

Is that surprising to you?  Is it surprising that God chooses to send a storm in order to reach Jonah?  Discuss.  Doesn’t God often use “storms” to break into our lives, put an end to our foolishness, bring us to our senses, teach us what we need to learn?  Discuss.  Of course, our storms are not usually literal storms like the one the came upon Jonah and the sailors.  Instead, what form do our storms take?  Marriage problems.  Financial setbacks.  Struggles with our kids.  Health issues.  How do these kinds of things help God to accomplish his purposes in our lives?  Discuss.  They demolish our idols.  They remind us of our weakness and vulnerability.  They draw us back to him.  They cause us to seek him.  They give him opportunities to demonstrate his grace toward us.   Does God send these storms to punish us?  No, but to reach us, to bring us to our senses, to change our hearts and minds.  They are not instruments of his wrath but of his grace and mercy.

This is the first place in Jonah that we see God practicing “special creation”—intervening in nature to accomplish his purposes.  What’s the second one?  The whale.  Verse 17 says, “God provided a great fish to swallow Jonah…”  The third one is over in Chapter 4, where we’ll read that God provided a vine to provide shade to Jonah.  In a broader sense, though, isn’t the whole story of Jonah about God’s active intervention in the world for the purpose of accomplishing his purposes?  How does the story begin?  God intervenes in Jonah’s life.  And what does he tell him to do?  To go intervene with the Ninevites.  And then when he runs away, God intervenes by sending a storm and a whale.  Later, God will intervene by pouring our grace on the Ninevites after they’ve heard Jonah’s message and repented.  And at the end God will intervene in Jonah’s life again, patiently helping him to understand who He is and why he loves the people he has created.  Some people will say that God is a watchmaker who created the universe, wound it up, and now has stepped aside to allow it to run.  They would argue that God has no dynamic role in the world or in our lives.   But the story of Jonah shows that not only is God involved—he’s involved in every detail!

So what happens when the storm hits?  What do the sailors do?  Verse 5 says, “All the sailors were afraid and each cried out to his own god.”  It also says that they “threw the cargo into the sea to lighten the ship.”  But what does Jonah do?  “Verse 5 says, “But Jonah had gone below deck, where he lay down and fell into a deep sleep.”  Interestingly, the Hebrew word used here to describe Jonah’s sleep is the same word translated “deep sleep” in Genesis 2 to describe Adam’s condition when God removes his rib to create Eve.   The idea is a very deep, death-like sleep—like being under anesthesia. 
So what do you make of that?  Why is Jonah sleeping in this boat that is in grave danger of breaking up?  Discuss.  Some commentators say that Jonah was so exhausted by his journey that he was able to sleep despite the storm.  Better, I think, to say that Jonah was spiritually exhausted by his effort to flee from God—by the burden of his sinful disobedience.  As David says in Psalm 32, disobeying God is heavy work:

When I kept silent (did not confess my sin, disobeyed God),
       my bones wasted away 
       through my groaning all day long. 

 4 For day and night 
       your hand was heavy upon me; 
       my strength was sapped 
       as in the heat of summer. 

Like an astronaut returning to earth's gravity after weeks of weightlessness in space, Jonah was exhausted by the weight of his disobedience and rebellion against God. 

Verse 5 says that the sailors “each cried out to his own god.”  The sailors were pagans, polytheists, idol-worshipers, but really they’re no different really from you and me—when a storm hits, they cry out to God!  Isn’t this what happens to everyone when things get tough?  As Paul taught us in Romans 1, everyone knows deep in his heart that there is a god and when we encounter trouble our human instinct is to cry out to him.  What do you suppose they said?  The same thing you cry out:  Save me!  What else might you say?  Take various answers.  How about this one:  “God, if you’ll deliver me from this, I will never do so and so again” or “God, if you’ll save me from this, I’ll always do such and such.” Anybody ever prayed like that?  Anybody ever tried to bargain with God in prayer?  I know I have.  And I’m sure these sailors did.
Notice what doesn’t happen, though.  Who doesn’t call out to God?  Noah.  Why not?  Sure, he’s asleep, but notice that even after he is awakened that he doesn’t cry out to God or ask God to save the ship.  So what else is it?  Take various answers.  Maybe he doesn’t want to cry out to him—remember that he’s trying to escape from God’s face.  Maybe he would rather die.  Maybe he wants to call out but he doesn’t think God will answer him—after all, he’s in active rebellion against God.  Whatever the reason, Jonah’s unwillingness to pray for the ship and his companions is further evidence of his self-centeredness (and perhaps his racism).  Jonah, the one person on the ship with knowledge of and access to the one true God, cares so little for his companions that he won’t even pray for their safety.
At any rate, we read in verse 6 that the captain of the ship is very unhappy that Noah is sleeping and not praying.  He says, “How can you sleep? Get up and call on your god! Maybe he will take notice of us, and we will not perish.”  The captain doesn’t expect anything special from Jonah’s god, but he’s not leaving any stone unturned—maybe, he thinks, this passenger’s god can save my ship.  Our gods aren’t working; maybe his will.
How do the sailors view the storm?  What do they assume is going on?  They assume that someone has done something to offend a god and that the storm has come upon them as punishment for that offense.  Are they correct?  In part.  The storm isn’t punishment, although it seems that way, but it has been sent by God as the result of Jonah’s disobedience.  To find out who the offender is, the sailors cast lots.  When the lot falls Jonah, the sailors begin to interrogate him.  What do they ask?   “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?” I imagine this as a cacophony, different sailors shouting out questions at once, as the storm rages and the ship creaks and groans.  The first question—“Who is responsible for making all this trouble for us?”—could mean any of several things.  It might be an accusation:  Are you the person who has brought all this trouble on us?  Or it could be a request for information:  Can you tell us which of us has offended his god?  Or it might be a inquiry about Jonah’s god:  “Who is your god who is causing this great storm?” 
In response to all these questions, Noah offers the first of three great “confessions” found in this short book (the others are in Chapter2, verse and Chapter 4, verse 2).  He says, in verse 9:

"I am a Hebrew and I worship the LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the land."
Jonah packs a lot of information into that little sentence.  What’s the first thing he says?  “I am a Hebrew.”  That’s an expression of what?  His nationality and ethnicity.  Then he tells them the name of his God:  The Lord, Yahweh.  Then he tells them several things about God.  What does he tell them?  That he is the God of heaven.  That he made the sea and the earth.  

Jonah’s answer might be an arrogant statement of ethnic and national pride—the answer of a man who is annoyed to be questioned by those he considers to be beneath him:  “I am a Hebrew and I worship the one true God (unlike you filthy, unclean pagan idol worshipers.)”   On the other hand, it might be a remorseful confession of faith in the God from whom he is fleeing.  Notice that he says he “worships” God:  instead of saying, “I am a Hebrew.  My God is…” he says, “I am a Hebrew and I worship…”  It is an interesting question to ask where in the story Jonah’s heart begins to change.  Some would say it is when he offers to be thrown into the sea; others would argue that it happens when he is in the whale; others would say there is not one point but that his heart changes gradually, throughout the book.   It seems to me, though, that in this confession you see at least the beginning of a change in Jonah’s heart.  


At any rate, according to verse 10 Jonah’s answer terrifies the sailors.  Why would it terrify them?  Take various answers.  First, Jonah tells them that his God is the god of heaven.  Where did the wind mentioned in verse 4 come from?  From “heaven.”  Then, he tells them that his God is the God of the sea.  Where are they now?  On the sea, which is raging all around them.  Even more, if Jonah’s God is the God of the heavens, the sea, and the land, what does that imply about him?  That he is the highest God, superior to the sailors’ heathen gods.  Suddenly they realize that they are not up against a god, but the ultimate God.
Apparently, Jonah had previously told the sailors that he was fleeing from Yahweh.  But until now he had not explained to them who Yahweh is.  Now that he closes the loop for them—when they finally understand that he’s a fugitive from the God who made the sea and the land—all they can do is ask him, accusingly, “What have you done?”  How does Jonah respond?  We’re not told that he said a word.  Why not?  Shame.  Fear.  
According to verse 11, during this conversation the storm was continuing to gain strength.  So the sailors ask Jonah, what should we do to you to make the sea calm down for us?  They knew he was the problem, and they know that they needed to deal with the problem if they were to be saved.  What does Jonah say?  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." Paraphrase it?  It’s my fault that this is happening.  God isn’t after you; he’s after me.  So pick me up and throw me into the sea.

I don’t know why Jonah says it quite like this.  If he thought that getting off the boat would save the sailors, why not just jump overboard? Why ask the sailors to throw him in?  Nevertheless, that’s what Jonah commands them to do.  Why do you think Jonah asks to be thrown into the sea?  Take various answers.  Maybe he’s hoping to die.  Maybe he feels guilty for putting the ship and the crew in danger and feels that he deserves to die.  Maybe he feels compassion for them and offers himself as a sacrifice so that they could be saved.  By asking to be thrown into the sea, is Jonah continuing to rebel against God, or is he finally beginning to submit to God?  Discuss.  I think it’s a little of both.  On the one hand, I think Jonah still would probably rather die than go and preach to Nineveh, and thus is glad to be thrown into the sea, where death seems certain; but on the other had, his hard, judgmental heart has begun to soften.  Like the Ninevites, the sailors were pagans.  But now, seeing the plight of the pagan sailors first hand, Jonah feels compassion for them and offers himself as a sacrifice for their good.  For the first time in the story, Jonah is thinking of someone other than himself.  Jonah essentially says, you shouldn’t be dying for me;  I should die for you.
And so these pagan sailors pick Jonah up and throw him into the sea—right?  No.  They refuse to do so!  Instead, according to verse 13, “the men did their best to row back to land.”  The sailors were reluctant to kill Jonah, even though they had been told that by killing him they would save themselves.  Contrast the attitude of the sailors toward Jonah with eh attitude of Jonah toward the Ninevites.  The sailors were unwilling to kill Jonah, even if by doing so they might be saved; Jonah was unwilling to offer his life for the Ninevites, even though by doing so they might be saved.  Jonah cares so little for the many that he is unwilling to risk his life to see them saved; the sailors are so concerned about the one that they would rather risk their lives than see him die.  
Eventually, though, the storm grows so severe that the sailors see no other hope.  So in verse 13 we read that they cried out once again.  This time, who do they cry out to? To the Lord.  Not to their pagan gods.  What do they say?  “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.”  Paraphrase it?   Please don’t blame us for what we’re about to do.   You told us to do this, and so we’re going to do it, but we don’t want to.  Having said this, they seize Jonah and throw him into the sea.  And at once the sea was calmed. 
Verse 16 say, “at this the men greatly feared the Lord, and they offered a sacrifice to the LORD and made vows to him.”  This is the third time we’ve read that the sailors were afraid.  When the storm first comes up, verse 5 says that the sailors were “afraid.” When they find out just who Jonah is on the run from, in verse 10, we read that they were “terrified.”  And now that the sea has been instantly and suddenly calmed, we read that they “greatly feared the Lord.”  When the storm was raging, the sailors were afraid; now that the sea is calm, they are “greatly” afraid.  Why does that make sense?  Well, the sailors had likely experienced storms before—although perhaps none as severe as what they had just endured.  But it is likely that they had ever experienced a raging storm turn into perfect calm in the blink of an eye.  They understood that they were having an encounter with a power that far exceeded their own, and as a result they were afraid.  

But I think the writer is conveying something else to us here.  When we read in verse 16 that the mean “greatly feared” the Lord, does that mean the same thing as when we read earlier that they were “afraid” and “terrified?”  Discuss.  No, I don’t think so.  Here, terror has turned into wonder and amazement.  In verse 16, they are not so much afraid as they are in awe.  They’re experiencing what David describes in Psalm 130:
3 If you, O LORD, kept a record of sins, 
       O Lord, who could stand? 

 4 But with you there is forgiveness; 
       therefore you are feared. 

Think about the spiritual progression of the sailors through these verses.  Where do they start?  Nominal pagans.  They don’t really care about “religion” until the storm comes.  But when the storm comes, what happens?  They become devout, calling out to their gods.  They are still pagans, but now they’re devout pagans.  After Jonah tells them who he is, and introduces them to Yahweh, what happens?  They become devout monotheists.  They stop crying out to their gods and cry out only to the one true God.  But do they have a relationship with him?  No—they regard him as they did their pagan gods—as a god to be bargained with and appeased.  But how would you describe them at the end of the story?  They are devout believers.  What causes that change?  They see God calm the storm.  The recognize his power.  But they also saw something else.  Do you see it?  An act of sacrifice on their behalf—Jonah’s willingness to be thrown into the sea rather than see the sailors perish.  
The sailors had been experiencing the wrath of God in the storm.  Now, they see his mercy and grace.  What was it that turned his wrath into mercy?  What did it?  Jonah’s sacrifice.  Jonah offered himself as a sacrifice to satisfy the wrath of God, and as a result the sailors experience God’s mercy, and become believers.    

In Matthew 12 he read about this encounter between Jesus and the Pharisees:

38Then some of the Pharisees and teachers of the law said to him, "Teacher, we want to see a miraculous sign from you."

39He answered, "A wicked and adulterous generation asks for a miraculous sign! But none will be given it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. 40For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. 

I’ve heard this story before, and I’d always thought that when jesus spoke of the “sign of Jonah” he was describing the episode with the whale, which is symbolic of Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection.  But while that is certainly a part of what Jesus meant, I think when he speaks of the sign of Jonah he’s thinking about more than just the whale.  This whole episode is prophetic of Christ.  Just as Christ came from heaven to live with us as a man on earth, so Jonah went down into the boat with the sailors.  Just as Jesus endured the storms that affect every person who lives on this earth, so Jonah endured the storm with the sailors.  And, most importantly, just as Jesus offered himself as a sacrifice for us, so that we might escape the wrath of God, so Jonah offered himself as a sacrifice for he sailors, taking God’s wrath on himself to spare the sailors.   And just as it is jesus loving sacrifice for us that draws u to him, so it is Jonah’s loving sacrifice for the sailors than draws them into a relationship with the living God.
And so Jonah is thrown into the sea.  I’m sure he expected to drown.  But instead, verse 17 tells us, “the LORD provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three days and three nights.”  And that’s where we’ll pick it up next week!
