




When most Christians hear the 
name Jonah, the picture of an 
enormous man-eating fish 
immediately comes to mind. That’s 
because Jonah was the minor 
prophet in the Old Testament who 
tried to run away from God, ended 
up on a boat, but was thrown 
overboard and swallowed by a fish.  !
While Jonah’s escapade makes for a 
great story, the book is ultimately a 
story about God’s great 
compassion. As it turns out, Jonah 
and the fish aren’t the main 
characters. God’s unrelenting love 
is. In fact, a question that runs 
through the story is this, “How 
Big is Your God?” What limits 
have you consciously or  !

unconsciously put on how and 
when God chooses to move?  !
Jonah certainly has in mind how 
big God’s love SHOULD be. He is 
so unsettled by the “boundary-less” 
compassion of God that he sets out 
on a journey to get as far away from 
God as possible. In the process, he 
actually endangers his life and the 
lives of others around him. !
So as we enter into this fascinating 
story, get ready for God’s love to 
blow out some walls you might 
have put up. In his account,  you 
will find that God is a gracious and 
compassionate God, slow to anger 
and full of unfailing love, and 
always ready to forgive.   !



If you’re set, please turn to the Old 
Testament book of Jonah.  (By the 
way, Jonah is towards the end of 
the Old Testament. If it’s easier for 
you, locate the New Testament 
book of Matthew and work your 
way 7 books back, or did I just 
confuse you? If all else fails, just 
look at your table of contents. 
(Took me a while to locate it too). !
In this first chapter, and arguably 
the whole book, them theme I want 
to draw out is this; God will do 
whatever it takes to draw people 
into a saving relationship with 
Himself, and He has all of creation 
at his disposal to do so.   !
WHEN GOD 
CALLS, YOU 
COME RUNNING… 
NO. NOT THE 
OTHER WAY!  !!
The Lord gave this message to 
Jonah son of Amittai: “Get up and 
go to the great city of Nineveh. 
Announce my judgment against it 
because I have seen how wicked its 
people are.”3 But Jonah got up and 
went in the opposite direction to get 
away from the Lord. He went down 
to the port of Joppa, where he 
found a ship leaving for Tarshish. 
He bought a ticket and went on 
board, hoping to escape from the 

Lord by sailing to Tarshish.” (Verse 
1-3a) 
  
Something is obviously eating away 
at Jonah, something so troubling 
that he is explicitly disobeying a 
direct command from God. This of 
course raises the question, what 
was it about God’s instruction that 
caused him to run? !
Implicit in God’s instruction is the 
desire to spare and save the lives of 
the Ninevites. In instructing Jonah 
to announce His judgment against 
the Ninevites, God intention was 
for the message to convict and turn 
their hearts back to Him in 
repentance. We see this redemptive 
theme throughout the Old and New 
Testament narratives, and it’s 
perfectly summed up in the words 
of the apostle Paul in 1 Timothy 2:3, 
“This is good, and pleases God our 
Savior, who wants all men to be 
saved and to come to a knowledge 
of the truth.” !
If that’s the case, then what the 
heck is Jonah’s problem? Shouldn’t 
he be more excited about delivering 
God’s message? After all, this is 
kinda the ONE thing prophets are 
expected to do. !
WHAT’S REALLY 
BUGGIN JONAH?  !!



To understand why Jonah’s 
running, you need to know a little 
bit about the people of Nineveh.  
Nineveh was the capital city of 
Assyria, and they were essentially a 
super-power nation in their day.  !
They were also known as a fearless 
and ferocious nation.  !
Whenever they conquered a region, 
they’d offer its inhabitants an 
opportunity to “play ball” through 
raised taxes. Nations that refused 
paid a great cost. The Assyrians 
were known for their ability to wage 
destructive wars through their 
gruesome methods of torture. Even 
modern day armies recognize their 
methods as some of the worst 
forms of torture the world has ever 
seen.  !
The book of Nahum gives us some 
insight into just how wicked the 
Assyrian armies were, especially the 
city of Nineveh. Nahum 3:1-4 
“What sorrow awaits Nineveh, the 
city of murder and lies! She is 
crammed with wealth and is never 
without victims. … There are 
countless casualties, heaps of 
bodies— so many bodies that 
people stumble over them. All this 
because Nineveh, the beautiful and 
faithless city; mistress of deadly 
charms, enticed the nations with 
her beauty. She taught them all her 
magic, enchanting people 
everywhere.” 

Jonah is well aware of just how evil 
the Ninevites are.  He’s aware that 
their armies are not only wicked, 
but its people are murderous liars. 
Its cities are filled with the blood of 
casualties killed in its streets, and 
its citizens are involved in every 
kind of witchcraft, sorcery, and 
sensuous idolatry imaginable.  
Further more, Nineveh is an ever-
present threat to Jonah’s people, 
the Jews.  So as far as Jonah is 
concerned, the Ninevites deserve 
one thing and one thing only, 
GOD’S WRATHFUL JUDGMENT!  !
Fortunately, God didn’t think the 
way Jonah thought. The message 
HE wanted Jonah to bring was a 
message that would result in mercy 
extended towards a people group 
Jonah not only despised, but 
actually hated. This appears to be 
the only plausible reason for why 
this “man of God” would flee from 
carrying out God’s assignment, 
(evidenced by his own words in 
Jonah 4:1-3).  !
Now before we drink full from 
Jonah’s cup-o-hatorade, we should 
evaluate our own lives to see if 
there are people we despise so 
much that we’d prefer to see them 
go through hardship than 
experience any form of blessings in 
their lives. Perhaps you’d never 
wish death or evil on them, but you 
don’t exactly rejoice when things go 
well for them? If there’s even a hint 



of that kind of attitude in our hearts 
towards anyone, then WE TOO 
ARE JONAH!  !
Let’s keep reading.  !
JONAH’S GOING 
DOWN, DOWN, 
DOWN…  !!
“But Jonah got up and went in the 
opposite direction to get away from 
the Lord. He went down to the port 
of Joppa, where he found a ship 
leaving for Tarshish. He bought a 
ticket and went on board, hoping to 
escape from the Lord by sailing to 
Tarshish.” (Verse 3-8)   !
Most commentaries agree that 
Jonah is the author of this book, so 
it’s very telling then when he 
himself explains the great lengths 
to which he went to get away from 
God. !
To see just how much he’d sunk 
(pun intended) into his rebellion, 
you need to know that Nineveh was 
to the east of Jerusalem. The city of 
Tarshish? Well, it was as far west as 
you can possibly sail. Jonah figured 
that God’s presence dwelled in the 
temple, hence if he could get as far 
as he could from the temple, then 
God couldn’t track him down to 
send him back.  !

This wasn’t just an impulsive act 
either. Later on in Jonah 4:2, when 
Jonah explains why and how he 
fled, the Hebrew word he uses to 
explain why he ran is the word “Qa-
dam.”  Literally it is translated “to 
do early”. This word is the same 
word you would use when you’re 
trying to explain that you rose up 
early, likely before the sun rises, to 
do something.   The indication then 
is that Jonah made up his mind in 
advance and determined that he 
was not going to do what God called 
him to do, then planned 
appropriately to escape. It was a 
well-orchestrated rebellion against 
God.  !
If you pay close attention to what 
Jonah is doing here, it is a close 
reflection of how we often act 
towards God. Come to think of it, 
do you realize that Humans are the 
only ones in all of creation who 
outright rebel against their creator? !
Think about it for a moment, when 
God commands the heavens to pour 
down rain, the clouds and the air 
begin cooperating to bring down 
showers. When God commands the 
animals in the wild and the birds of 
the air to migrate during specific 
times of the year, they respond by 
filling the skies and land in their 
beautiful formations as they move 
to their assigned locations. When 
God commands the sun to rise in 
the east and go down in the west, 



the sun and the moon respond by 
providing night and day. But when 
God calls mankind into a 
relationship with Himself through 
His Son Jesus Christ, we say, “NO!” 
(And in some extreme cases, we 
follow up our “NO” by doing the 
exact opposite of what He’s calling 
us to do).  !
Ever done that? Yes? Then, YOU 
TOO ARE JONAH!  !
When it says in verse 3 that Jonah’s 
intention was “to escape from the 
presence of the Lord”, being a 
prophet “of God”, he had to have 
known that there was no possible 
way He could actually flee from 
God’s presence. God was/is not 
only the God of Jerusalem, but 
heaven and earth belong to Him. 
Jonah appears to have forgotten the 
words of the Psalmist in Psalm 
139:7-12 where it says, “Where can 
I go from your Spirit?  Where can I 
flee from your presence? If I go up 
to the heavens, you are there; if I 
make my bed in the depths, you are 
there. If I rise on the wings of the 
dawn, if I settle on the far side of 
the sea, even there your hand will 
guide me; your right hand will hold 
me fast.  If I say, "Surely the 
darkness will hide me and the light 
become night around me," even the 
darkness will not be dark to you; 
the night will shine like the day, for 
darkness is as light to you.” !

We can surmise that in his 
rebellion, he’s not thinking straight 
anymore.  His conscience seems to 
have become so calloused that 
when he climbs into the boat in 
Tarshish, he falls into a deep sleep 
(verse 5). In his mind, God will 
never find him now! O, that the 
Holy Spirit would always remind us 
that “Nothing in all creation is 
hidden from God's sight. 
Everything is uncovered and laid 
bare before the eyes of him to 
whom we must give 
account.”(Hebrews 4:13) !
IT’S POINTLESS 
TO PLAY HIDE & 
SEEK WITH GOD !
What we should find most 
bothersome about this account is 
not just Jonah’s blatant rebellion, 
but the impact that his sinful 
actions are about to have on those 
around him.  !
You see, in Jonah’s attempt to 
escape from God, he inadvertently 
brought along his judgment on 
sailors in the ship. Beginning in 
Verse 4 it says that because of 
Jonah’s rebellion: “ the Lord hurled 
a powerful wind over the sea, 
causing a violent storm that 
threatened to break the ship apart. 
Fearing for their lives, the 
desperate sailors shouted to their 
gods for help and threw the cargo 
overboard to lighten the ship.  But 



all this time Jonah was sound 
asleep down in the hold. So the 
captain went down after him. “How 
can you sleep at a time like this?” 
he shouted. “Get up and pray to 
your god! Maybe he will pay 
attention to us and spare our lives.”  
Then the crew cast lots to see which 
of them had offended the gods and 
caused the terrible storm. When 
they did this, the lots identified 
Jonah as the culprit. 8 “Why has 
this awful storm come down on 
us?” they demanded. “Who are 
you? What is your line of work? 
What country are you from? What 
is your nationality?”   !
I honestly forget where I heard this 
statement, but it’s always stuck 
with me, and fits very well in this 
context,  “A Christian who is out of 
fellowship with God can cause a 
great deal of trouble for people 
around them.” In other words, your 
sin is never about just you.   !
Here’s something else to consider, 
God will never allow His own 
remain in a state of rebellion. 
Because He loves those who are 
called by His name, He will 
sometimes do whatever it takes 
(Hebrews 12:5-6) to get their 
attention, and He has ALL of 
creation at His disposal to do so.  !
In this case, God is going to use a 
mighty storm at sea to get Jonah’s 
attention, (and the attention of the 

sailors on that boat with him). It’s 
worth pointing out here that this 
was no ordinary storm. Verse 4 says 
“Then the Lord sent a great wind on 
the sea, and such a violent storm 
arose that the ship threatened to 
break up.” The language used here 
indicates that the storm was caused 
by a sudden stirring of the spirit of 
God upon the waters. The New 
American Standard Bible renders 
that verse this was “the Lord hurled 
a great wind on the sea.  !
However you read it, this storm 
wasn’t normal. It was so terrifying 
that even the seasoned sailors on 
the boat had cause to be alarmed 
(verse 5). They’ve concluded that 
because of the unnatural nature of 
the storm, a deity must be pissed. 
So each calls on his own god for 
help, but none respond. !
By the way, do you know where 
Jonah is this whole time? He’s in 
the lower deck, SLEEPING! Think 
about it. The guy who is most 
guilty, and primarily responsible 
for the turmoil these men are facing 
at sea, is the least concerned!  !
Eventually, the captain of the ship 
finds him, wakes him up, and they 
go through an ancient practice 
called, “Casting Lots” to figure out 
who the culprit is, (by the way, I 
don’t recommend this as a means of 
figuring out God’s will for your life, 
but that’s what they did). Through 



that process, they identify Jonah as 
the cause of their problem, and they 
are immediately faced with a great 
moral dilemma. !
SORRY DUDE, IT’S 
NOT PERSONAL  !!
Jonah answered, “I am a Hebrew, 
and I worship the Lord, the God of 
heaven, who made the sea and the 
land.”10 The sailors were terrified 
when they heard this, for he had 
already told them he was running 
away from the Lord. “Oh, why did 
you do it?” they groaned. 11 And 
since the storm was getting worse 
all the time, they asked him, “What 
should we do to you to stop this 
storm?” Throw me into the sea,” 
Jonah said, “and it will become 
calm again. I know that this terrible 
storm is all my fault.”13 Instead, 
the sailors rowed even harder to get 
the ship to the land. But the stormy 
sea was too violent for them, and 
they couldn’t make it. 14 Then they 
cried out to the Lord, Jonah’s God. 
“O Lord,” they pleaded, “don’t 
make us die for this man’s sin. And 
don’t hold us responsible for his 
death. O Lord, you have sent this 
storm upon him for your own good 
reasons.” 15 Then the sailors picked 
Jonah up and threw him into the 
raging sea, and the storm stopped 
at once! 16 The sailors were 
awestruck by the Lord’s great 

power, and they offered him a 
sacrifice and vowed to serve him. !
You can’t help but draw a stark 
contrast between Jonah’s attitude 
towards the Ninevites and the 
sailors’ attitude towards Jonah. 
These sailors were more 
compassionate about saving one 
man’s life than Jonah was about 
saving thousands of lives in 
Nineveh. 
You know what I find most 
amusing in this discussion? Jonah’s 
response. When asked what they 
needed to do to appease Jonah’s 
God, do you know what Jonah’s 
response was? “Throw me 
overboard.” !
Seriously dude? If he’s feeling so 
compassionate, why not just jump 
overboard on his own? Why make 
the sailors have to bear the burden 
of throwing him to his death? !
I think it just goes to show that 
Jonah is not quite broken yet.  !
Whatever the case may be, the 
sailors proved to be more 
honorable than Jonah. Even though 
they knew Jonah’s powerful God 
was controlling the storm, they 
were still willing to make an effort 
to save Jonah’s life. Once again, we 
see the irony here in that they had 
more compassion for one man’s life 
than Jonah was willing to have for 
thousands of lives in Nineveh. 



!
When it becomes obvious that the 
only way they will live is by tossing 
Jonah overboard, the turn to God 
in prayer and humbly ask for His 
forgiveness for what they were 
about to do, then they picked Jonah 
up and threw him into the raging 
sea! Verse 16 ends by saying the sea 
immediately grew calm, and “The 
sailors were awestruck by the 
Lord’s great power, and they 
offered him a sacrifice and vowed 
to serve him. !
Think back to the question I asked 
at the beginning. How Big is Your 
God? What limits have you 
consciously or unconsciously put on 
how and when He chooses to 
move? Let’s answer that question in 
the context of Jonah’s actions. His 
attempted escape landed him on a 
ship, which in turn brought on a 
great deal of distress for the sailors. 
However, even through his 
rebellion, God seized the 
opportunity to display His power to 
the sailors, sailors who in turn 
“offered him a sacrifice and vowed 
to serve him.” God used Jonah’s 
rebellion as an opportunity to do 
good in the lives of these sailors. It 
brings to mind the words of the 
apostle Paul in Romans 8:28 where 
it says, “And we know that God 
causes all things to work together 
for good to those who love God, to 
those who are called according to 
His purpose.” 

!
What happens next is even further 
proof that God’s love is big and has 
no boundaries. When the sailors 
threw Jonah in the water, and the 
sea grew calm, they simply sailed 
away. So Jonah was left all alone in 
the middle of the sea. Even if he 
was a strong swimmer, chances are, 
he would eventually get tired and 
begin to sink, (which he did). So 
then, it would appear God was 
carrying out His justice on the 
rebellious prophet, right? !
Well, not quite. Here’s the part of 
the story most people know. Verse 
17, “Now the Lord had arranged for 
a great fish to swallow Jonah. And 
Jonah was inside the fish for three 
days and three nights.” Did you 
catch the keyword in that verse? 
No. Not the words “great fish” but 
the words, “the Lord had 
ARRANGED.” Incredible!  !
The indication is that God foreknew 
Jonah would run and rebel. God 
knew he would get on a boat 
heading to Tarshish. And God knew 
exactly where He would “hurl a 
storm” mid-sea to force the sailors 
to toss him overboard. It was to 
that exact location that God had 
“arranged” for the great fish to 
meet with Jonah and swallow him. 
Doesn’t that just blow your mind? !
The fish was a life preserver for this 
rebellious prophet, otherwise what 



would have happened? He would 
have drowned!  !
I was thinking about this and had 
to laugh out loud for a moment, but 
can you imagine if the great fish 
had reacted to God’s instruction in 
the same way Jonah reacted to 
God? What if the fish had sensed 
God’s calling, and swam further or 
deeper into the sea to get away 
from God? Then what would have 
happened? !
I think at this point, we can make a 
good guess as to what’s eating away 
at Jonah. Jonah cannot stand the 
thought of God’s love being so big. 
He prefers for God’s love to stay 
limited to people who are just like 
him. Ironically, the very thing 
about God that Jonah finds so 
bothersome is the very thing about 
God that saved his life!  
Despite his self-righteous attitude 
and unwillingness to bring a 
message of hope to people who 
most desperately needed it, God 
was still graciously willing to work 
with him, (and rescue him). One 
would think God would have turned 
His back on Jonah since Jonah had 
done the same to God, right? After 
all, that’s what we do in our 
relationships, right? !
What we need to always keep in the 
forefront of our minds is that God 
is in the business of restoring 
people back into a right 

relationship with himself (even self 
righteous Christians). More than 
that, He will do whatever it takes to 
get our attention, and He has all of 
creation at His disposal to get the 
job done!  !
So as we wrap up this first chapter, 
here are some great heart-questions 
to work through: !
Question #1: The storm in this 
story was stirred because of Jonah’s 
disobedience. Has God ever caused 
a storm in your life because of 
disobedience? What happened and 
how is that affecting your 
relationship with Him today? !
Question #2: Jonah ended up in 
the fish’s belly because he ran away 
from his God-appointed 
responsibilities. If you take an 
honest look at your life, what God 
appointed responsibilities and 
decisions are you currently running 
from? !
Question #3: It took a huge fish 
to turn Jonah back around to his 
calling. What would it take for you 
to let go of your plans for you life 
and submit to God’s plan for your 
life? !
Question #4: Jonah despised the 
Ninevites and couldn’t fathom the 
thought that God would extend 
mercy towards them. Who has has 
hurt you most deeply, and how 



might you begin the process of 
extending God’s mercy towards 
them?


