




Jonah was called by God to preach 
a message of judgment and 
forgiveness to the citizens of a city 
called Nineveh. Jonah however 
refused to go because he thought 
the Ninevites were bums and 
deserved to be punished. And so he 
sets out on a journey to to get as far 
from God as he humanly could. 
While trying to escape on a boat, 
God sends a powerful storm, and 
through a bunch of God-
orchestrated events, Jonah gets 
tossed overboard into the middle of 
the Mediterranean Sea. Just as he 
begins to drown, chapter one ends 
by saying, “But….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 pick up the 
story. !
It would certainly be very tempting 
for me to spend the next few 
minutes trying to explain what kind 
of fish this was that swallowed 
Jonah, and how it was possible that 
Jonah could have survived for three 
days and nights in its belly. But I’m 
not going to do that because it 
doesn’t need an explanation.  !
It doesn’t need one because it was a 
miracle of God, not a natural 
occurrence. It’s a similar 
occurrence to when Elijah called 
down fire from heaven (1 Kings 18), 
and when Moses split the red sea 
(Exodus 14). We don’t try to explain 
how either men performed those 
acts, hence I’m not going to try and 



explain how Jonah was swallowed 
by a fish and survived for three 
days.  !
What I will focus on however is the 
prayer he prayed during those three 
days. In fact, the whole chapter is 
his prayer.  !
Speaking of prayer, there was a 
news article a little while ago about 
hundreds of prayer letters written 
to God that were found washed 
ashore on the New Jersey shores. 
The letters, (about 300 of them) 
were sent to a New Jersey pastor. 
They were meant to be placed on a 
church's altar and prayed over by 
the minister, the congregation, or 
both. But they ended up being 
dumped in a sealed container the 
ocean.  !
The people who found the 
container opened the letters and 
here’s what some of them had to 
say.  One guy wrote to God in his 
prayers, "I'm still praying to hit the 
lottery twice: first the $50,000, 
then after some changes have taken 
place let me hit the millionaire." 
Another woman wrote that “God 
should calm down the woman who 
keeps trying to call the internal 
revenue service on me.” !
Those two are just the lighthearted 
ones. Many more were written by 
anguished spouses, children or 
widows, pouring out their hearts to 

God.  One man wrote from prison, 
saying he was innocent and wanted 
to be back home with his family.  A 
teenager poured out her heart on 
yellow-lined paper in the curlicue 
pencil handwriting of a schoolgirl, 
begging God to forgive her and 
asking for a second chance. "Lord, I 
know that I have had an abortion 
and I killed one of your angels, 
There is not a day that goes by that 
I don't think about the mistake I 
made."  !
Several more carried a similar 
heavy tone. Yet, none of them 
reached their intended target.  
Hundreds of lives, lots of struggles, 
all washed up on the beach. !
This article forces many to ask the 
difficult questions, “So what 
actually happens when we pray? 
Does God actually hear or does it 
wash up on the shores of heaven, 
never reaching its intended 
audience?” !
In this message in the second 
chapter of Jonah, I want to help us 
address some of those concerns. If 
anyone finds themselves in great 
need of an answer to prayer, it’s 
certainly Jonah. He is in the most 
hopeless situation anyone could 
possible be. He’s isolated from 
everything and everyone he knows. 
He’s at the bottom of the sea 
(literally) and stuck inside the belly 
of a great fish. I honestly don’t 



think anyone has ever had it worse, 
ever!  !
But the prayer he prays in it is very 
telling and there’s lots, (three to be 
exact) that we can learn about how 
to pray and why we should pray 
when we find ourselves stuck in 
those dark places of life.   
!
JONAH 
UNDERSTOOD 
THAT NO MATTER 
HOW BAD IT 
GETS, KEEP IN 
THE FOREFRONT 
OF YOUR MIND 
THAT GOD IS 
EVER-PRESENT 
AND ALWAYS IN 
CONTROL !!
Verse 1-4, “Then Jonah prayed to 
the Lord his God from inside the 
fish. 2 He said, “I cried out to the 
Lord in my great trouble, and he 
answered me. I called to you from 
the land of the dead,Ò and Lord, 
you heard me! You threw me into 
the ocean depths, and I sank down 
to the heart of the sea. The mighty 
waters engulfed me; I was buried 
beneath your wild and stormy 
waves. Then I said, ‘O Lord, you 
have driven me from your presence. 
Yet I will look once more toward 
your holy Temple.” 

!
You know what I’m most curious 
about in this account? I want to 
know exactly when Jonah prayed 
this prayer. Verse one says it was 
after he had been swallowed, and 
was inside the belly of the fish. I’m 
inclined to think his prayer was 
already forming in his mind when 
he saw the “great fish” swimming 
towards him with its giant mouth 
wide open! !
But seriously though, this must 
have been a really terrifying, even 
traumatic experience to go through. 
It’s one thing if he’d been obedient, 
but his situation was a result of 
direct disobedience! His level of 
guilt and shame must have been off 
the charts!   !
Yet, in the midst of all his troubles, 
he remembers that truly there is no 
place on earth one can hide, where 
the presence of God does not dwell. 
He remembered that there is no 
bizarre experience one can 
encounter in this life that God does 
not have control of. More 
importantly, Jonah finally 
remembers that ultimately, it was 
God’s sovereign hand that landed 
him in his precarious situation, 
hence verse 3 and 4, “You threw me 
into the ocean depths…I was buried 
beneath your wild and stormy 
waves….then I said, ‘O Lord, you 
have driven me from your presence. !



In other words, Jonah understood 
that his situation wasn’t a result of 
bar karma, it wasn’t a chance event, 
nor was it a freak accident, this was 
a God-appointed TIME OUT!  !
The truth of the matter is that there 
are some dark trials we will go 
through that are a result of foolish 
sinful decisions we make. There are 
some trials we will encounter that 
will be as a result of other people’s 
foolish sinful choices. Then there 
will be some unique trials in which 
God’s providential hands will guide 
us into. Jonah is somewhere 
between the first and the third. Yet, 
even he recognizes that in all 
things, God causes all things to 
work together for good for those 
who are called by His name. And 
this is why he can pray in verse 4, 
“…I have been banished from your 
sight; yet I will look again toward 
your holy temple.” !
JONAH 
UNDERSTOOD 
THAT ONLY GOD 
WAS CAPABLE OF 
RESCUING HIM !!
Verse 5-7, “I sank beneath the 
waves, and the waters closed over 
me. Seaweed wrapped itself around 
my head. I sank down to the very 
roots of the mountains. I was 
imprisoned in the earth, whose 

gates lock shut forever. But you, O 
Lord my God, snatched me from 
the jaws of death! As my life was 
slipping away, I remembered the 
Lord. And my earnest prayer went 
out to you  
in your holy Temple.” !
In these verses, Jonah is spelling 
out for us what happened in the 
moments after the sailors pulled 
away, and it’s not pretty. !
Weird question time. Have you ever 
almost-drowned? I have.  !
It was 1995 and my siblings and I 
were at the beach in Lagos, Nigeria. 
My parents were on the shore 
relaxing in our tent and my brother, 
sister, and I were messing around 
in the water. Suddenly, we were 
caught in a rip tide. It started with 
my little sister as we noticed she 
was bobbing in out of the water 
awkwardly. My older brother 
immediately swam to her to pull 
her out but got caught in it. (By the 
way, none of us were good 
swimmers). It didn’t matter though 
because instinctively I ran towards 
them to pull them out, but the floor 
suddenly gave way beneath my feet. !
Drowning, (or at least the feeling of 
drowning) is an awful experience. 
My hands were flailing all over the 
place and I kept swallowing 
seawater.  For some reason, I didn’t 
feel the need to scream. Every time 



I sank beneath the surface and my 
feet touched the ground, I’d push 
back up to the surface for air, only 
to be clobbered by incoming waves. 
The worst part was that Nigerian 
beaches don’t have lifeguards and 
no one on the beach seemed to 
notice three people drowning, or at 
least seemed to care.  !
Providentially (and I’m 
intentionally choosing not to use 
the word, “luckily” because what 
happened next was an act of God), 
just as my hands and legs were 
starting to get weak and my lungs 
starting to fill with water, all three 
of us suddenly hit another patch of 
sand that seemed to hold us up for 
a few seconds. Then we caught 
another huge wave that pushed us 
closer to shore.  As we dragged 
ourselves out of the water, and 
crashed to the floor in exhaustion, 
all I could think of was, “Lord 
Jesus, THANK YOU! Your 
sovereign hand is the only way we 
just live through this experience!”   !
I’m not claiming that my 
experience was on par with what 
Jonah went through, but I 
understand on some level the panic 
and terror (and water) that was 
filling his mind as he sunk deeper 
and deeper into the sea. Whereas 
my siblings and I made it to shore, 
Jonah’s experience was a hundred 
times worse! Listen to his own 
account, “I sank down to the very 

roots of the mountains. I was 
imprisoned in the earth, whose 
gates lock shut forever. ” I know 
one thought that must have 
certainly run through his mind 
because it ran through mine, “Wow, 
so this is HOW I’m going to die?”   !
But even in that state of complete 
hopelessness, he still hung on to an 
inkling of hope that God was BIG 
enough to find him in the lowest, 
darkest, watery-grave, and pull him 
out! And God did just that. From 
Jonah’s account, it appears that it 
was right at the moment when 
seaweeds trapped him down, and 
life was literally ebbing away from 
his lungs, that the “great fish” came 
and swallowed him.  !
Here’s the point; there are certain 
dark places you will get yourself 
into that only God’s hand can reach 
to rescue. There are certain trials 
you will encounter where no one 
and nothing will be able to rescue 
you. In those moments where it 
seems all hope is lost, Jonah’s 
prayer reminds us that there is 
ONE who has access to and through 
every locked door in the universe.  
You simply need to humble yourself 
and call on His name for help. 
There is great wisdom in the words 
of the Psalmist when he says, “…call 
on me in the day of trouble; I will 
deliver you, and you will honor 
me." (Psalm 50:15) !!



JONAH 
UNDERSTOOD 
THAT ULTIMATELY, 
GOD’S WILL 
WOULD BE DONE! !!
Let’s move from the experience of 
drowning, and being choked by 
seaweeds at the bottom of the sea to 
his experience in the belly of this 
great fish.  I mentioned earlier that 
the preservation of Jonah’s life in 
fish was a miraculous act of God, 
and it was. But I should also note 
that that didn’t make his experience 
in it convenient.  
  
Have you considered for a moment 
just how uncomfortable Jonah 
must have been in this mammal’s 
digestive system? This place was a 
watery living tomb!   !
It would have been pitch black, cold 
and wet.  He would have had his 
eyes and mouth tightly shut the 
whole time because the digestive 
juices in the fish’s belly would have 
tasted bitter and irritated his eyes. 
His skin would probably have been 
itching because of the seaweed and 
stomach acid in the fish’s belly. He 
would have experienced vertigo, 
(not knowing which way is up or 
down.).  He wouldn’t have been 
able to move around because the 
stomach muscles of the fish would 
have constricted him, and he 

wouldn’t have been able to breathe 
very well because there would have 
been a lack of fresh air. !
This was not a comfy lifeboat! 
However, it was the means through 
which God chose to rescue him, 
(how else would you rescue a guy 
20,000 leagues under the sea?). 
More importantly, it was the 
transportation system God 
arranged to take Jonah back to the 
very place God sent him to in the 
first place! (verse 10) !
Notice how this experience changes 
his attitude. Verse 8-9, “Those who 
worship false gods turn their backs 
on all God’s mercies. But I will offer 
sacrifices to you with songs of 
praise, and I will fulfill all my vows. 
For my salvation comes from the 
Lord alone.” In other words, it is 
futile to fight against God’s will for 
you life! !
Jonah was certainly humbled 
during those three days and three 
nights in the fish. God Himself 
deemed that Jonah had changed 
because in verse 10, God orders to 
fish to spit Jonah out on the beach, 
(seriously. You cannot make this 
stuff up! ) !
So what’s the lesson here? Well it’s 
quite simple. When you foolish 
choices and actions lead you to rock 
bottom, understand that even in 
that dark lonely place, God awaits 



you. He will certainly deliver you if 
you call on His name, but be aware 
that even your deliverance might 
hurt a bit. !
Frankly, it’d be so much easier if 
you simply chose to be obedient in 
the first place. !
Just saying. !!!
 


