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February 14, 2010
Jonah Chapter 1

Today we continue with our study of the book of Jonah.  The book begins like this:

 1 The word of the LORD came to Jonah son of Amittai: 2 "Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it,

It occurred to me as I was preparing to teach today that I missed something very important in this first verse:  that little word, “go.”  As I was meditating on Jonah this week, I realized how often when God speaks to people in the Bible he tells them to “go.”  Can you think of examples?  Take various answers.  I thought of four notable examples, although I am sure there are many more.  The first is found in Genesis 12:

1 The LORD had said to Abram, "Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go to the land I will show you.

The second is in Exodus 3:

 7 The LORD said, "I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering. 8 So I have come down to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey—the home of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites. 9 And now the cry of the Israelites has reached me, and I have seen the way the Egyptians are oppressing them. 10 So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of Egypt." 

The third is in Isaiah 6:

 8 Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, "Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?" 
      And I said, "Here am I. Send me!" 

 9 He said, "Go and tell this people: 
       " 'Be ever hearing, but never understanding; 
       be ever seeing, but never perceiving.' 

The last one is in Matthew 28:
18Then Jesus came to them and said, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in[a] the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age."

Why do you think we see this word “go” so often, and I so many important places, in scripture?  Take various answers.  He has a mission for them to accomplish.  He wants them to do something.  That’s true, but I think there is more to it than just that.  I think God often tells us to “go” because only when we’re in motion can he be guiding us.  Just like you can’t steer a parked car, you can’t change the direction of a person who is sitting still.  God tells us to go because he has something he wants us to do, but also because he has someplace he wants to take us.  He wants to get us moving so that he can steer us, guide us, interact with us to change us and make us the people he wants us to be.  Think about it: didn’t the experience of “going” change Abraham and Moses dramatically?  Didn’t God use their adventures to remake them into better me?  Certainly that was the case for Jonah:  God wanted him to go and preach to Nineveh, but He also wanted to teach Jonah some things, and to do that God needed Jonah to be moving.  Here’s an interesting question:  when God tells Jonah to go, does Jonah obey?  Take various answers.  Well, yes and no.  He certainly does not go where God tells him to go—quite the opposite.  But he does go—he begins to move.  And, as we’ll see over the coming weeks, God uses Jonah’s motion—the circumstances he encounters on his journey—to change his heart and his mind and to bring him into a closer relationship with God.

How about you?  Has God called you to go?  Take various answers.  Clearly he has:  the instruction we read in Matthew 28 applies to all who follow Jesus.  But has he called you in a more specific way:  to a certain place, or ministry, or work?   Take various answers.  If he has, are you obeying him?  Are you going where he has called you to go?  Are you going in a different direction?  Or are you still sitting still?  Take various answers.  I know for me, he’s called me to go to Nigeria, and I’ve tried to obey that calling, even though I have to say is frightens me and I don’t like it very much. Whatever God’s specific instruction to you, my hope is that you will be a person who gos—who moves out in pursuit of God’s will and plan for your life:  those “good works” he has prepared in advance for you to do.  When you’re on the move—when you’re going—God will steer and guide you toward the tasks and the lessons he has prepared just for you, and you’ll grow to know Him better and better and ultimately become more and more conformed to the likeness of his son.  
At any rate:  When we finished up last week, Jonah was on a boat in the sea in the middle of a raging storm.  What do the sailors do when the storm hits?  Verse 5 says, “All the sailors were afraid and each cried out to his own god.”  But what does Jonah do?  “Verse 5 says, “But Jonah had gone below deck, where he lay down and fell into a deep sleep.”  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 and the sailors assume that the storm is the result of disobedience—that someone has done something to offend a god and that the storm has come upon them as punishment for that offense.  To find out who the offender is, the sailors cast lots.  When the lot falls Jonah, the sailors begin to interrogate him.  In response to all these questions, Noah 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’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.  At any rate, according to verse 10 Jonah’s answer terrifies the sailors.  Why would it terrify them?  First, Jonah tells them that his God is the god of heaven, which is where did the wind mentioned in verse 4 came from?  He tells them that his God is the God of the sea, where they are now, in the midst of a raging storm.  Even more, if Jonah’s God is the God of the heavens, the sea, and the land, that implies that he is the highest God, superior to the sailors’ heathen gods.  
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?”  
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?  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." Maybe by asking to be thrown into the sea, Jonah is 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.  Perhaps seeing the plight of the pagan sailors first hand causes Jonah to feel 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.  Eventually, though, the storm grows so severe that the sailors see no other hope.  So in verse 14 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 never 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.  What do you think he expected to happen next?  That he would drown.  Even after the sea grew calm?  Sure—he’s in the middle of the sea with no boat or “personal floatation device,” fully clothed.  For all we know he didn’t know how to swim.  He expected to drown in the sea and be forgotten.  But instead what happens?  Verse 17 tells us, “the LORD provided a great fish to swallow Jonah…”  

Do you recall last week when we talked about the various instances in this book where God intervenes in nature to accomplish his purposes?  First, he “sent” the storm.  Here, he “provides” a great fish.  Later in Chapter 4, God will provide a vine to shade Jonah and a worm to kill the vine.  As we’ve said, the story of Jonah shows that God is not only involved in shaping the affairs of the world—he’s deeply involved, intervening to shape nearly every detail.

The word translated “provide” in the NIV in verse 17 is the Hebrew word manah, which means to count, number, or reckon and is translated variously as number, numbers, or numbered; appoint or appointed; count, counts, or counted; provide; destine; or muster.  Here, it may mean that God directed an existing fish or whale to swallow Jonah, or that he specially created a fish for the purpose.  The NASB captures the first meaning by using the word “appointed”—“God appointed a great fish”—and I think that is the most likely answer.  If that’s the case, the great fish may have been a whale shark or perhaps a whale of some sort.  But it is also possible that the creature was specially created for just this purpose.  You’re free to decide which you believe.
So what kind of critter was this?  The Hebrew word translated “fish” in verse 17, dag, means fish.  Interestingly, though, the word used in Matthew 12 to describe the same creature is not the Greek word ichthus, fish, but the Greek word ketos, which can be translated as a large fish, a whale, or a huge sea creature.  Ketos is the root of the Latin word Cetus, whale, which is the source of our scientific word Cetacean, the designation for toothed whales including dolphins, porpoises, and sperm whales.  So was it a fish or a whale?  Seems to me it might have been either.  I wouldn’t get too hung up on the difference:  remember that only Jonah saw the thing, that as far as we know he wasn’t a trained zoologist, and that his view was from the inside looking out.   The point is that God provided some kind of big sea creature to swallow Jonah and protect him from drowning.  
Now, as we said in the introductory lesson, many critics write off the book of Jonah as a myth, parable, or allegory based on the incident with the whale (or fish).  They argue that it is obviously impossible for a man to live for three days in the belly of a fish—or any other animal—with suffocating or being digested.  This skepticism isn’t just a recent phenomenon.   S. Lewis Johnson writes that 

It is not just the 20th Century that has laughed at the story of Jonah and the great fish.  Lucian in the 2nd Century derided the story of Jonah and the great fish.  Augustine in the 5th Century, in the midst of some of his writing, comments on the fact that his audiences, when he referred to the fact that a great fish had swallowed Jonah, that his audience engaged in a good bit of merriment.  So it is not just modern to laugh at the story that is contained in the Book of Jonah.

Some say that Jonah dreamed the whole thing.  Others argue that after being tossed into the sea, Jonah was picked up by another ship, one with a large fish as its figurehead, and thus he was metaphorically in the “belly of the fish” while he sailed back to port.  Some think that the story of Jonah and the whale is a corruption of a Greek myth.  David Guzik writes,

Some infidels have derived it from the heathen fable of the deliverance of Andromeda from a sea monster by Perseus; or from that of Arion the musician thrown into the sea by sailors, and carried safe to shore on a dolphin;  or from that of Hercules, who sprang into the jaws of a sea monster, and was three days in its belly, when he undertook to save Hesione. Probably the heathen fables are, vice versa, corruptions of the sacred narrative, if there be any connection. (In all likelihood)  the story of Jonah (passed from the hebrews) through the Phoenicians in a corrupted form to Greece. 

But really now:  unless one wants to discount entirely the possibility of God intervening in the affairs of the world—which is a major theme of the book of Jonah—then why is it so hard to believe that God—who according to Jonah himself “created the sea and the land”—could have either specially created a large creature to accomplish this purpose or arranged for an existing creature of appropriate size to do the job?  If God can create the sea and the land; if he can “send” a storm at just the right place and time; if he can stop the sun in its tracks; if he can protect he lives of S, M, and A in the fiery furnace and Daniel in the lion’s den—then why is it so hard to believe he can do this?  If God is the author of life itself, why is it hard to believe that he could create a special creature just for this purpose?  So don’t let the skeptics bother you—there is no reason at all to believe that this didn’t happen.

Why do you think this particular miracle engenders such strong skepticism?  Why do skeptics have such a hard time with this one?  Take various answers.  Perhaps because it points so vividly toward the resurrection.  Clearly, in fact, it is easier to believe that God can provide a fish to swallow and protect Jonah than it is to believe the event to which Jonah points:  the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  If you don’t believe that this can happen, how can you possibly believe in that?  

Oh, and by the way—is it really impossible for a man to live in a whale for an extended period of time?  J. Vernon McGee cites the writing of Grace W. Kellogg, in "The Bible Today." She writes:

"There are at least two known monsters of the deep who could easily have swallowed Jonah.  They are the Balaenoptera Musculus or sulphur-bottom whale, and the Rhinodon Typicus or whale shark. Neither of these monsters of the deep have any teeth. They feed in an interesting way by opening their enormous mouths, submerging their lower jaw, and rushing through the water at terrific speed. After straining out the water, they swallow whatever is left.

A sulphur-bottom whale, one hundred feet long, was captured off Cape Cod in 1933. His mouth was ten or twelve feet wide - so big he could easily have swallowed a horse. These whales have four to six compartments in their stomachs, in anyone of which a small colony of men could find free lodging. They might even have a choice of rooms, for in the head of this whale is a wonderful air storage chamber, an enlargement of the nasal sinus, often measuring seven feet high, seven feet wide, by fourteen feet long. If he has an unwelcome guest on board who gives him a headache, the whale swims to the nearest land and gets rid of the offender as he did Jonah.

The Cleveland Plain Dealer recently quoted an article by Dr. Ransome Harvey who said that a dog was lost overboard from a ship. It was found in the head of a whale six days later, alive and barking.

Frank Bullen, who wrote, 'The Cruise of the Cachalot,' tells of a shark fifteen feet in length which was found in the stomach of a whale. He says that when dying the whale ejects the contents of its stomach.

The late Dr. Dixon stated that in a museum at Beirut, Syria, there is a head of a whale shark big enough to swallow the largest man that history records! He also tells of a white shark of the Mediterranean which swallowed a whole horse; another swallowed a reindeer minus only its horns. In still another Mediterranean white shark was found a whole sea cow, about the size of an ox.

These facts show that Jonah could have been swallowed by either a whale or a shark. But has any other man besides Jonah been swallowed and lived to tell the tale? We know of two such instances. 

The famous French scientist, M. de Parville, writes of James Bartley, who in the region of the Falkland Islands near South America, was supposed to have been drowned at sea. Two days after his disappearance, the sailors made a catch of a whale. When it was cut up, much to their surprise they found their missing friend alive but unconscious inside the whale. He revived and has been enjoying the best of health ever since his adventure.
Dr. Harry Rimmer, President of the Research Science Bureau of Los Angeles, writes of another case, 'In the Literary Digest we noticed an account of an English sailor who was swallowed by a gigantic Rhinodon in the English Channel. Briefly, the account stated that in the attempt to harpoon one of these monstrous sharks, this sailor fell overboard, and before he could be picked up again, the shark turned and engulfed him. Forty-eight hours after the accident occurred, the fish was sighted and slain. When the shark was opened by the sailors, they were amazed to find the man unconscious but alive!  He was rushed to the hospital where he was found to be suffering from shock alone, and a few hours later was discharged as being physically fit. The account concluded by saying that the man was on exhibit in a London Museum at a shilling admittance fee; being advertised as "The Jonah of the Twentieth Century."
In 1926 Dr. Rimmer met this man, and writes that his physical appearance was odd; his body was devoid of hair and patches of yellowish-brown color covered his entire skin.
So while what happened to Jonah was unusual, it was not unheard of.  

Do you see that, like the storm, the whale is an evidence of God’s grace in Jonah’s life?  If God had not sent the storm, what would have happened to Jonah?  He would have continued to run away from God.  In all likelihood his heart would have grown harder and his will more stubborn until he was lost.  But by sending the storm, God tuned Jonah around.  How about the whale?  If God had not sent the whale, what would have happened to Jonah?  He would have drowned.  God provided the whale as a means to preserve Jonah’s life.  
The scripture says that he was in the whale for “three days and three nights.”  What do you suppose he had a lot of time to do in there?  Think.  Reflect.  Kind of like a vacation, huh?  Or maybe better, a retreat.  And the time wasn’t wasted—God used the time in the whale to bring Jonah to his senses.  

Next week, Chapter 2!
