Bible Studies

Jonah (2)

Lost and Found

Jonah 1:11-2:10

Introduction


In our last lesson we found Jonah, God’s prophet, trying to run away from his God. Do we think that we can run away from “the Lord, the God of heaven who made the sea and the land”? That was how Jonah had described his God to the sailors. They must have thought he was very foolish to think he could leave behind the God who owns and controls everything! Is there any place where we can hide from God? (Illus: I remember at Bethania when I was teaching the girls we came on Heb. 4:13. I asked the girls how they felt when they thought about that verse. They all answered, “We’re afraid.” Then one little girl in the back of the room raised her hand and said, “I feel good.” It was my chance to help them understand that when we love the Lord and live in obedience to Him we are so happy that He can see everything about us. We know He is loving and taking care of us. However, If our hearts aren’t right with God we are afraid of His all-seeing eyes.) At this point in our story Jonah and the sailors were afraid because they knew they would have to give account of their lives to this great, all-powerful God.

Read Jonah 1:11-14

I. The raging storm

A. The storm was getting worse and the sea rougher. The sailors had come to understand that somehow Jonah was the reason for the dangerous conditions. They had done everything they knew of to save themselves and things were worse instead of better. Finally they asked Jonah, “What should we do to you to make the sea calm down for us?”  Maybe Jonah just couldn’t get up enough courage to jump into the sea himself, but it must have taken a lot of courage for him to tell them to throw him into the sea.  Out there in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea, it would mean certain death. Somehow Jonah believed that if he stayed on the boat they all might die. So he admitted the truth, saying, “I know that it is my fault that this great storm has come upon you.” Jonah’s foolishness and rebellion had condemned them all to death.

B. But the sailors were not eager to commit murder. They knew they would be held accountable to this great God of heaven and earth whom Jonah worshiped. They tried their best to row back to land since it was too stormy to use their sail, but this was not God’s will for them or Jonah, so the sea grew even wilder. The Lord was letting them know through the storm that Jonah had to go overboard. They knew that the God of heaven and earth was behind the wind and the raging sea. They weren’t foolish like people today who think that the world runs like a clock and God really has nothing to do with it.

II. The salvation of the sailors and Jonah

A. It is amazing how much these pagan, godless sailors had already learned about the Lord. They revealed what they understood about this Almighty God in their short prayer to Him before they threw Jonah overboard into the raging sea.

1.) They prayed, “Please do not let us die for taking this man’s life.” They acknowledged that life and death are in the Lord’s hands, and that He could take their lives through the storm He had sent. 

2.) They prayed, “Do not hold us accountable for killing an innocent man.” They acknowledged their accountability to the Almighty God who held their lives in His hands. Those who teach evolution and humanism today believe that there is no Creator God to whom we are accountable. Rom. 14:11-12
3.) They prayed, “For You, Lord, have done as You pleased.” They acknowledged God’s ability and right to do anything He pleases. Psa. 115:3
These are pretty amazing conclusions for them to come to, especially with little or no background for understanding God Almighty. Some churchgoers today who have the Bible don’t understand as much!

B. Their conclusions about God were solidified in the next few minutes. When they threw Jonah overboard, the raging sea grew calm. At this the men greatly feared the Lord. They naturally feared this Almighty One who could send the storm and then immediately calm it. They feared the One who held His servant Jonah accountable to be obedient to His call. They may have felt that God was very tough because as far as they knew He had condemned Jonah to death by drowning. But, on the other hand, they saw His mercy and compassion as He saved their lives from certain death. It is a good picture of God. He is both a Consuming Fire and a Loving Father. Heb. 12:29, 6 Of one thing they were convinced: that He is the God above all gods. So they offered a sacrifice to Him and made vows or promises to serve Him. So in this first episode we see God rescuing pagan sailors, not only from death, but from hell as well! God, in His wisdom and love for the lost, used this circumstance to bring these sailors to Himself, even with the brief witness & negative lifestyle of Jonah.

C. But what about Jonah? In rescuing the godless sailors the Lord didn’t forget His servant even though he was rebellious. The Lord wasn’t through with Jonah or the Ninevites whom He wanted to rescue. So we come to the important words: “But God provided…” In spite of all that Jonah had done, God provided for His servant. Out in the deep water in a raging storm there was only one way God could rescue Jonah – a most unconventional method. Today we would send a helicopter, but God sent a fish! On the shores of Galilee Jesus provided fish for His disciples to eat. This time He sent a fish big enough to swallow Jonah – and to transport him to land! The fish arrived at the very moment that Jonah fell into the sea before his lungs filled with water to drown him. Jonah spent 3 days and 3 nights in the belly of the fish. Evidently there was an air cavity inside the fish that allowed him to breathe. Later Jesus compared His time in the tomb with Jonah’s time in the fish’s belly. Matt. 12:40 Jesus’ words also help us know that this was not some fairy tale. Jonah really was saved from death by his fish-submarine.

Read Jonah 2:1-10

III. Jonah knew God

A. We read in scripture of people praying to God in difficult and desperate circumstances. But this is the most remarkable! Only Jonah cried out to God from his fish-casket. Obviously, although he was entombed like someone buried in a casket underground with no hope of escape, he was conscious – thinking and breathing. So we read that from inside the fish Jonah prayed. He was no longer drowning, but he was in a strange circumstance that seemed to be hopeless. How would he ever get out of this black and slimy fish stomach to once again see the light of day? Evidently he had enough faith to trust that the Lord would hear his prayer if he prayed. Maybe God would be gracious to him and rescue him from his fish-savior. 

B. Jonah knew what it was to face death. Facing death, as when we have a health crisis or are in an accident, helps us to properly value life. Even though Jonah was trying to run away from God, he knew God personally, and knew the only thing to do in such a crisis is pray! Jonah knew how to pray, Notice that he talks personally to God, using “you” and “your” over and over again. This is not some kind of ritualistic use of holy phrases that some people call prayer. This is real talking to God, a Person! Jonah says that in his distress he called out to God – probably as he was sinking into the wild waves. And on the other side of this conversation, the Lord answered. It’s good to know that even when we disobey God, if we sincerely cry out to Him, He will answer. Psa. 18:6; 120:1

IV. A hopeless circumstance

A. Have you ever come close to death? Jonah knew as he sank down in the raging sea that it would be his grave. But he didn’t give up. He called for help out of the very depths of the grave, and the God he had tried to escape listened to his cry. Jonah knew he was guilty. He knew that it wasn’t the sailors who had thrown him overboard and condemned him to death. He said to God, “You hurled me into the deep, into the very heart of the seas.” As the currents swirled around him, Jonah knew there was only one person to blame – himself! He wasn’t blaming the sailors or God. He deserved his death by drowning. He knew that God had sent the storm and that they were God’s waves and breakers that were sweeping over him. Sometimes when we are in trouble and we know we have failed God we feel that His waves are sweeping over us. Psa. 42:7

B. Jonah knew that he had been banished from God’s sight. It seemed as though God was now turning His back on him as Jonah had turned his back on God. But in spite of his sense of sin and defeat, Jonah determined to “look again” toward God’s holy temple. He couldn’t see it from under the water, but he chose to turn his thoughts and prayers to the God of the temple anyway. Daniel couldn’t see the temple from his window in Babylon, but he chose to pray 3 times a day to the God whom he knew was there in His temple. Dan. 6:10 Even as he thought these thoughts and prayed to God, Jonah was sinking down, down, down as the engulfing waters threatened his life, the deep surrounded him, and the seaweed wrapped around his head. How terribly alone and lost he must have felt. He sank down to the very roots of the mountains. Evidently he didn’t try to swim, probably feeling that it was useless and that there was no hope anyway. When he saw the bottom of the sea, he realized that between that solid ground and the tremendous weight of the water pushing down on him, he was barred in forever.

V. Saved by a fish

A. In the middle of verse 6 we have an important “But”. Jonah explains his story by saying that just as he was about to give up hope, the Lord brought his life up from the pit. His life was ebbing away, like the tide going out. H was almost out of breath. But in this hopeless situation Jonah still remembered the Lord. He shows his personal relationship by calling God, “O Lord my God’. The one who didn’t pray to his God on the ship when the sailors were crying out to their gods, now lifted his heart in prayer to the Lord in his holy temple. Jonah had finally learned something about the grace of God. He realized that those who worship idols forfeit or lose that grace that could be theirs. It would have been good if he had remembered this later when he sat outside of Nineveh hoping that God would destroy the people instead of extending His grace to them!

B. Evidently Jonah’s renewed trust in God gave him the assurance that he would actually come out of this alive. So still in the fish, he made plans to sacrifice to God with a song of thanksgiving. He vowed to keep his promises to God. What promise do you think he made? I think among other things that he promised to obey God’s call and not to run away again. Remember that he was still in the fish. Evidently he believed that God had saved him to the fish’s belly, and that he would eventually be home where he could sacrifice at the temple with a song of thanksgiving. So in that scary, dark, slimy and smelly place Jonah could say with certainty, “Salvation comes from the Lord.” Then the Lord commanded the fish, which had obediently showed up at the Lord’s call, and had obediently swallowed this huge creature, to spit him out. Probably Jonah was giving the fish a stomachache anyway. But suppose the fish had vomited Jonah into the sea? Then he would have been right where he started with no hope of survival. No! God’s command to the fish was to vomit Jonah onto the dry land. And he did!

Conclusion


When we are in deep trouble do we complain and blame God – or do we pray? What do we pray for? I believe that Jonah repented on his way down to death. And we can see that he worshiped God from inside the fish. We know that he also asked God to deliver him. He thanked God for rescuing him even before he was on dry land. So Jonah’s prayer reminds us that our prayers should be a conversation with a living God in which we confess our sins, we worship our Lord, we ask for His help, and we thank Him for His love and grace. Jonah was still inside the blackness of the fish’s belly when he said with confidence, “Salvation comes from the Lord.” Psa. 3:8 Do we have that kind of faith in our dark places when we don’t know what to do? Are we thankful when the Lord sends along a fish when we really wanted a different way out?

