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Jonah Chapter 2
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…
And what did Jonah do?  He refused.  He went immediately to Joppa and got on a boat bound for Tarshish.  And then what happened?  Verse 4 says,

4 Then the LORD sent a great wind on the sea, and such a violent storm arose that the ship threatened to break up.

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 not happy 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 on 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."
According to verse 10 Jonah’s answer terrifies the sailors.  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 lives in heaven and 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." 
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.”  
Having said this, they seize Jonah and throw him into the sea.  And at once the sea was calmed.  How do the sailors react to that?  Verse 16 says, 
At this the men greatly feared the Lord, and they offered a sacrifice to the LORD and made vows to him.
The terror the sailors were experiencing as a result of the storm is changed into wonder and awe at the power of a God who can calm the sea instantly.  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.    

And so Jonah is thrown into the sea.  And what happens?  Verse 17 tells us, 

The LORD provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish for three days and three nights.
And that’s where we left off when we were last together.  This week, we’re going to over Chapter 2.  Let’s read it together:

1 From inside the fish Jonah prayed to the LORD his God. 2 He said: 
       "In my distress I called to the LORD, 
       and he answered me. 
       From the depths of the grave [a] I called for help, 
       and you listened to my cry. 
 3 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. 
 4 I said, 'I have been banished 
       from your sight; 
       yet I will look again 
       toward your holy temple.' 
 5 The engulfing waters threatened me, [b] 
       the deep surrounded me; 
       seaweed was wrapped around my head.
 6 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. 
 7 "When my life was ebbing away, 
       I remembered you, LORD, 
       and my prayer rose to you, 
       to your holy temple. 
 8 "Those who cling to worthless idols 
       forfeit the grace that could be theirs. 
 9 But I, with a song of thanksgiving, 
       will sacrifice to you. 
       What I have vowed I will make good. 
       Salvation comes from the LORD." 
 10 And the LORD commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land.

According to verse 1, Chapter 2 is a prayer, offered by Jonah to The Lord while he was inside the fish.  A good part of the prayer is an account of what Jonah experienced after being thrown into the sea.  What are some of the things he says about what happened to him?  

The currents swirled about me (v3) 

All your waves and breakers swept over me (v3)

Banished from God’s sight (v4)

The engulfing waters threatened me (v5)

The deep surrounded me (v5)

Seaweed was wrapped around my head (v5)

To the roots of the mountains I sank down (v6)

The earth beneath barred me in forever (v6)

My life was ebbing away (v7)

The language here is poetic and beautiful, but what is it describing?  Drowning!  Notice that apparently some time passed between Jonah being thrown in to the sea and the fish swallowing him.  Jonah describes waves breaking over him, seaweed wrapping around his head, and sinking down “to the roots of the mountains.”  Jonah was in the water for a long time—long enough that by the time the fish came along Jonah had nearly drowned.  When he says in verse 6 “The earth beneath barred me in forever,” he’s speaking figuratively about being buried beneath the sea—being barred in as though he were in the grave.  Likewise, when he says in verse 2, “From the depths of the grave I called for help…,” he’s speaking figuratively, as we would if we described someone as being “at death’s door.”   (The phrase translated “depths of the grave” in the NIV is literally Sheol, the place of the dead.)  Finally, in verse 7 he says, “my life was ebbing away.”  The idea is that Jonah was as good as dead by the time God sent the fish.
What was Jonah’s response to all of this?  According to verse 2,

       "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.
Likewise, in verse 7 Jonah says,
 7 "When my life was ebbing away, 
       I remembered you, LORD, 
       and my prayer rose to you, 
       to your holy temple. 
So what did Jonah do?  He remembered the Lord.  He called out to the Lord.  He prayed.  Well he has some nerve, doesn’t he?  He’s in rebellion against God, running away from him, disobeying his explicit command, but when death approaches he remembers God and calls out to him.  Does that sound familiar?  Of course it does—it’s the same way the sailors behaved in the storm and it’s the same way we behave when we’re “drowning.”  Like Jonah, we may disobey God and run away from him, but when things get tough enough we’re going to remember God and call out to him to save us.  
And what does God do?  God saves Jonah’s life by sending the fish.  Look at verse 2 again:
       "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.
And at verse 6:

 6 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. 

God hears Jonah’s cry, answers it, and saves him from certain death.   Why?  Why did God step in to save Jonah?  Take various answers.  

To bring glory to Himself.  

So that this story would exist for all time.

He still had work he needed Jonah to do.

He’s at work in Jonah, through the storm and the sea, changing his heart and mind.

What did God rescue Jonah from?  Obviously, drowning.  But what else?  
From his disobedience.  
From his rebellion.  
From his self-righteousness.  

From his racism.

God graciously takes Jonah to the brink of death, and a result brings him to repentance.  And as a result of God’s grace, Jonah’s understanding of religion—particularly his own religion—is changed.  He says, in verse 9,
Salvation comes from the Lord.

You could argue—and many have—that this little fragment of a verse is the most important phrase in the entire Bible.  It is a simple statement of the central claim of the entire Bible: that salvation is found only by the grace of God.  Jonah is saying here the same thing Paul says in Ephesians 2:8 and 9:

For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 9not by works, so that no one can boast.

It’s the same thing Paul has in mind in Romans 1 when he writes,

17For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."

What’s interesting is that Jonah clearly already knows that God is a God of grace.  Over in Chapter 4, after God has taken compassion on the Ninevites and spared them from judgment, Jonah says,
"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.

So what’s going on here?  If Jonah knew about God’s grace before he ran away, what has now changed about his understanding?  Why does he say, as if discovering it for the first time, that “Salvation comes from the Lord?”  Take various answers.  Jonah has known all along that God is a God of grace, but he only discovers in the belly of the whale his own personal need for God’s grace.  
We tend to think that there are two kinds of people in the world:  good people and bad people.  Good people obey the rules, keep their noses clean, and do the right thing; bad people rebel, disobey, and so on.  Good people are bound for heaven; bad people for hell.  But the Bible teaches that both good people and bad people are far away from God.  Remember in Romans 1, 2, and 3, where Paul talks first about the “bad” people—the gentiles—and how far they are from God, and then about the “good” people—the Jews—and how they are no better than the Gentiles, and concludes in Chapter 3, verses 22 and 23

There is no difference, 23for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,

Up to now, I think, Jonah has regarded himself as a good person.  Sure, he might have said, God is gracious to those who need his grace—the bad people—but I don’t need grace—I’m a good person.  The Ninevites are bad people, and they certainly are in need of God’s grace—how else could they possibly be saved, as bad as they are?  But good people like me, we deserve our salvation—we’ve earned it by being good.  

Now, as a result of what God has done for him, , Jonah sees himself in a new way.  He understands that he is not a good person, and that he has a personal need for God’s grace.  He discovers the “third way” of the gospel:  that both “good” people” and “bad” people are far away from God and need God’s grace to be to saved.   He recognizes his personal need for God’s grace and—perhaps for the fist time in his life—he receives it gladly.  
But keep in mind that God’s grace isn’t free.  It requires sacrifice.  Jonah knows that, and its why he mentions the temple twice in this prayer, first in verse 
 4 I said, 'I have been banished 
       from your sight; 
       yet I will look again 
       toward your holy temple.' 
And then again in verse 7
 7 "When my life was ebbing away, 
       I remembered you, LORD, 
       and my prayer rose to you, 
       to your holy temple. 
Why does Jonah mention the Temple here?  Take various answers.  Obviously, the Temple ws the center of religious life for Jews.  It wsa literally God’s dwelling place in the midest of his pople.  And so it makes sense that in turning his face back toward God Jonah would think of and turn to the Temple.  But I think there is more than that.  What happened at the Temple?  Sacrifice.  The Temple was the site of daily sacrifice, where he sins of the nation were atoned for by the shedding of the blood on innocent animals.  Now we know that those sacrifices were just symbolic of the better sacrifice of Jesus Christ, but Jonah understood that they were an essential part of God’s grace—that God required punishment for disobedience but that he was willing to allow that punishment to fall on an innocent animal instead of on the sinner himself.  And so Jonah turns his eyes on the Temple, the source of the grace he was now experiencing.
And what is Jonah’s response to God’s grace?   Verse 9 says
 9 But I, with a song of thanksgiving, 
       will sacrifice to you. 
       What I have vowed I will make good. 
       Salvation comes from the LORD." 
He repents.  He agrees to do what God has asked him to do:  “What I have vowed I will make good.”  Jonah’s fear and hatred of the Ninevites have disappeared (at least for now).  Why is his fear gone?  I suspect Jonah reasoned, if God can spare me from the storm and from the sea, he can spare me from the Ninevites.  Why is his hatred gone?  Because he now knows that the Ninevites are really no different from him—need God’s grace just as he does.  
Notice that Jonah says, “but I, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you.”  When Jonah speaks of a sacrifice here, what is he talking about?  Take various answers.  Maybe he’s thinking of returning to Jerusalem and offering sacrifices at the Temple, but I think he means something more personal.  Any thoughts?  He was willing to sacrifice himself for the Ninevites.  Even if going to Nineveh costs Jonah his life, he’s now willing to go.  Having experienced God’s grace when he sacrificed himself for the sailors, he’s now willing to offer himself again, this time for the benefits of the Ninevites.

Notice that Jonah says, “But I, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you.”  How will Jonah offer his sacrifice?  With a song of thanksgiving.  Why is Jonah thankful?  Take various answers.  

Because his life has been spared.  

Because he has experienced God’s grace.  

Because he has been restored into fellowhip with God.  

When God asks you for sacrifice, are you thankful?  Why not?  Too often we forget about how God has saved our lives, poured out his grace on us, and restored us to fellowship with him.  We are therefore not thankful when he asks us for a sacrifice—for a gift of time, talent, or treasure—but reluctant and unhappy.  Instead, we should be like Jonah:  thankful to do whatever our gracious God asks us to do.
Before we wrap up, let’s take a look at verse 8:

 8 "Those who cling to worthless idols 
       forfeit the grace that could be theirs. 
Why is it that clinging to idols results in a forfeiture of grace?  Take various answers.  For one thing, idols don’t give grace—they demand labor.  And they can’t offer peace—they offer only fear.  For instance, if you make an idol of money—if you look to your money for security and significance—then you will serve your money.  You’ll never have quite enough, so you’ll work yourself hard to get more. You’ll always be afraid of losing what you have, so you’ll be miserly and greedy.  And then, when you’ve worked yourself to death, your money will let you down.  It will disappear in a stock market crash, or it will be unable to help you when you fall ill or your marriage falls apart, or, finally, you’ll die and your money will be of no use to you at all.  The same is true for any idol you can think of:  reputation, beauty, fame, skill, whatever.    
For another, when we’re worshipping idols, we cannot receive God’s grace.  It’s not that God won’t offer it to us—we won’t receive it.  Receiving God’s grace requires us to humble ourselves, abandon our pride, and put our trust in God. When we’re looking for security and significance in other things, we aren’t willing to put ourselves in God’s hands, so we can’t receive the grace he wants to give us.
When Jonah says, “Those…” in this verse, to whom is he referring?  Take various answers.  Certainly this is a reference to the pagan Ninevites.  From that point of view, this is an expression of compassion from Jonah toward the Ninevites.  They needed God’s grace but have not received it because they continue to worship worthless, dead idols.  Notice that he makes this observation immediately before he agrees in verse 9 to go to Nineveh.  But who else might he be thinking of?  Himself!  To what “worthless idol” had Jonah been clinging?   His self-righteousness.  His identity as a Jew and a Prophet.  As long as Jonah was placing his confidence in himself, he was unable to receive God’s grace.  But when he abandoned his self-reliance he was able to receive God’s grace in this own life.  And it was this experience of grace that empowered him and enabled him to change his mind about going to Nineveh. 

And that’s where he’ll go—next week.  See you then!  
