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Jonah 1: Of Prophets & People 

Some of you may recall, when Jay Leno was the host of The 

Tonight Show, that he frequently did "man-on-the-street" 

interviews, and one night he collared some young people to 

ask them questions about the Bible. Mr. Leno turned to a 

young man and asked, "Who, according to the Bible, was 

eaten by a whale?" The confident answer was, "Pinocchio." 

Unfortunately, some in the church are just as clueless about 

the book of Jonah. 

When we open the book of Jonah we must ask, as one 

preacher said, "Is this a tale of a whale or a whale of a tale?" 

Some in our enlightened day think that the story of a fish 

swallowing a man it simply too amazing to believe. However, 

there are a number of incidents throughout history of several 

Jonah-like incidents. Here’s just one: 

"In February 1891, the Star of the East was whale hunting off 

the Falkland Islands in the South Atlantic. While pursuing a 

large sperm whale, one of the two boats was capsized by the 

leviathan. The hunters went on to kill the whale but feared two 

of their men had drowned. James Bartley was one of the 

missing fishermen. 

"The crew mourned their loss, but also had a tremendous task 

of preparing this giant sea monster. They worked until mid-

night removing blubber from the eighty-foot long, eighty-ton 

fish. The next morning they hoisted the whale's stomach on 

deck. To their surprise, they saw faint movement. M. de 
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Parville, science editor of the Journal des Debats, investigated 

the incident. He verified that James Bartley was indeed the 

reason for the movement. 

"When the stomach was cut open, Bartley was found 

unconscious. He was bathed in seawater and placed in the 

captain's quarters for two weeks. He was confused and 

mentally disturbed. Yet, in four weeks he had fully recovered 

and was able to recount his experience. For the rest of his life 

he carried the scars of a bleached white face, neck and hands 

from the whale's gastric acid." - Raymond McHenry, 

Something to Think About 

While these modern tales of survival give us good reason to 

believe this story, there is a second miracle in this book that I’d 

like to explore that adds to its credibility. Jonah, the prophet 

of God, honestly reveals his personal failures. To many, that is 

such a miraculous occurrence that they sit up and listen more 

intently; we believe the prophet because we find ourselves in 

the story. In fact, the book of Jonah is a great place to turn to 

critique our own spiritual condition. 

Please open your Bible’s to Jonah, chapter one. We will be 

looking at the first five verses: Now the word of the LORD came 

to Jonah son of Amittai, saying, 
2 
“Go at once to Nineveh, that 

great city, and cry out against it; for their wickedness has come 

up before me.” 
3 
But Jonah set out to flee to Tarshish from the 

presence of the LORD. He went down to Joppa and found a 

ship going to Tarshish; so he paid his fare and went on board, 
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to go with them to Tarshish, away from the presence of 

the LORD. 

4 
But the LORD hurled a great wind upon the sea, and such a 

mighty storm came upon the sea that the ship threatened to 

break up. 
5 
Then the mariners were afraid, and each cried to 

his god. They threw the cargo that was in the ship into the sea, 

to lighten it for them. Jonah, meanwhile, had gone down into 

the hold of the ship and had lain down, and was fast asleep. 

Prayer of Illumination 

Pastor Jerry Gifford of Liberty Seminary explains this call to 

spiritual renewal this way: “Those that desire to see God move 

in the church must grasp this truth: We will never see the 

moving of God collectively until we experience it personally.” In 

our information-based society we have fixated on indicators - 

weather indicators, economic indicators, and political 

indicators. Even our cars have indicator lights… even if it 

seems most drivers can’t find the turn signal to save their 

life. Amazingly, it was the same in Jesus' day: people looked to 

indicators rather than enter into an action that may or may not 

work out for them. In fact, Jesus chided them for 

understanding the weather better than the spiritual conditions 

of the day! In Luke 12, as he warns against division among the 

faithful, he states, “
54 

When you see a cloud rising in the west, 

you immediately say, ‘It is going to rain’; and so it 

happens. 
55 

And when you see the south wind blowing, you 

say, ‘There will be scorching heat’; and it happens. 
56 

You 
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hypocrites! You know how to interpret the appearance of earth 

and sky, but why do you not know how to interpret the present 

time?”   

Most of the time when we think of Jonah, it is focused on the 

miracle of the great fish, or maybe it is about the repentance of 

those living in Nineveh who heeded the warning about their 

lifestyle, crimes, and faith – or lack of it. But it is Jonah who 

must repent of his choices first; his actions, his attitudes, and 

his attempt to avoid God’s call on his life.  

As we at East Woods prepare for the future in a time of 

transition, and hope for revival among Jesus’ Church, we need 

to examine our spiritual condition. And a close look at Jonah - 

a backslidden preacher - might reveal some things we need to 

address in our own lives and congregation. What are the 

indicators that we need to return to God? Here are six common 

ones: 

Indicator #1: We ignore God's Word – 1:1 

Notice the phrase that opens the book: "The Word of the Lord 

came to Jonah." It reminds us that God is constantly trying to 

speak to the hearts of His people. We see that throughout 

Scripture and throughout History. Perhaps we should ask, "Has 

God spoken to my heart about any area of my life, not just the 

ones I want Him to?" Really, it is not a question of whether God 

has spoken, but whether we are listening. 
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Ultimately, we tend to ignore the Word that speaks to our heart 

for two reasons: 

First, we don't like what God says or commands. Imagine how 

Jonah felt when he heard the Spirit say, "go to Nineveh." He 

didn't like it at all. Concerning the Bible, someone wisely 

observed, "Sin will keep you from this Book, or this Book will 

keep you from sin." When Christians drift from God they 

typically begin by struggling against what He has said. 

Secondly, we don't love it as we should. Like we saw over our 

series on the Letters from the Apostle John over the past few 

weeks, God's Word is truly a love letter. And when we love 

God we will want to hear from Him. 

Charles Schulz consistently provided helpful and humorous 

insights through his Peanuts comic strip. In one run he showed 

Charlie Brown's sister, Sally, struggling with her memory verse 

for Sunday. She was lost in her thoughts trying to figure it out 

when she recalled, "Maybe it was something from the book of 

Reevaluation." She never did find her memory verse but she 

sure gave us something to remember when it comes to 

studying the Bible. We should always read it with the intent of 

reevaluating our attitudes and actions to make sure they are 

squaring up with the truth of God's Word. Ignoring God's Word 

is certainly an indicator that we need to return to God. 

Indicator #2: We hang on to hidden sins from our past – 1:2 



6 
 

A drunken husband snuck up the stairs quietly. He looked in 

the bathroom mirror and bandaged the bumps and bruises he'd 

received in a fight earlier that night. He then proceeded to 

climb into bed, smiling at the thought that he'd pulled one over 

on his wife. When morning came, he opened his eyes and 

there stood his wife. "You were drunk last night weren't you!" 

"No, honey." "Well, if you weren't, then who put all the band-

aids on the bathroom mirror?" - Stories for Preachers and 

Teachers 

Have you ever tried to hide a sin? Maybe it was something that 

happened years ago, but you have never confessed it or tried 

to apologize for it. Instead, you hoped to sweep it under the rug 

or hide it in the closet. Maybe the sin was committed against a 

loved one or friend. Maybe it was an act of pleasure seeking. 

But the issue is this - you must address its spiritual impact on 

your relationship with God.  

I remember reading a little pocket book when I was a 

teenager, scarcely more than a pamphlet, titled My Heart, 

Christ’s Home that was published by InterVarsity Christian 

Fellowship. It went through various “rooms” of our hearts and 

lives, letting Jesus in them, and letting Him clean them out. 

The final door to be opened was the Hall Closet. In this short 

allegory, this encounter went much like this: “There must be 

something dead around here,” Jesus said. “I think it is in the 

hall closet.” As soon as he said this I know what he was talking 

about… In that closet behind lock and key I had one or two 

little personal things I did not want anybody to know about. 
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Certainly I did now want Christ to see them. They were dead 

and rotting things leftover from the old life… Yet I loved them. It 

made me angry! I had given him access to every room that 

made me, and now he wanted this little two-by-four closet?! 

This is too much! I’m not going to give him the key… 

“When you have come to know and love Jesus Christ, one of 

the worst things that can happen is to sense him withdrawing 

his face and fellowship; I had to give in… with trembling 

fingers, I passed the key over to him… He took it from my 

hand, took out the putrefying stuff that was there and threw it 

all away… The whole atmosphere changed. What a release 

and victory to have that dead thing out of my life. No matter 

what sin or what pain there might be in my past, Jesus is ready 

to forgive, to heal and to make whole.”  

Jonah had harbored a hidden sin from his past. We see it 

when the Lord utters the phrase "Go to Nineveh." Jonah hated 

Nineveh; he was prejudiced. Nineveh was the capital of the 

Assyrians, an inhumane people that had ravaged the earth and 

those living in it. The Assyrians had a strict "take no prisoners" 

policy. They would pull out the tongues of their captives and 

then skin them alive. As they left a conquered city, they piled 

the skulls of their victims outside the ruins. 

But this hidden sin had come back to haunt him. Now it 

became the excuse for his rebellion against God. Like Jonah, 

we should all remember what was written in Numbers 32:23, 
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"Be sure your sin will find you out." If we harbor a hidden sin, 

this indicates that we need to return to God. 

Indicator #3: We neglect our evangelistic responsibility – 1:2 

God told Jonah to "preach against" Nineveh. 

Scripture tells us that the Hebrews were "God's chosen 

people." But have you ever thought about what they were 

chosen to do? They were chosen to take the knowledge of 

God to the nations. When God called Abraham to become the 

father of His people, the Lord told the patriarch, "Out of your 

seed will the nations be blessed." God entrusted evangelism to 

His people. And now the church is under the Great 

Commission given by Jesus after his resurrection. We have the 

responsibility to carry the gospel to the world; God still entrusts 

evangelism to His people. 

But are we sharing our faith? Interestingly, this story illustrates 

the redemptive work of God in the world. There are three 

identified entities in this first chapter of Jonah: 

"God." He loves the world and sends us into it, to those who 

need to hear the gospel of a God who saves. The love of God 

is available to the wicked and vile as well as the civil and self-

righteous. After all, both the Old and New Testament remind 

us: “there is none good, no not one.” Like Jesus, we remind 

ourselves that none is good but God, who sent His Son to seek 

and save the lost. 
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"Nineveh." The Assyrians represent the unconverted that 

desperately need to know both God's love and their impending 

judgment. We are tasked to go to our own Nineveh, because 

Jesus came that they might have life, and have it more 

abundantly. 

"Jonah." The prophet represents the one sent to share God's 

love. He was glad to speak for God to the good people – or at 

least those he felt comfortable with – but refused to speak to 

those that appeared to need the gospel the most. 

Our own indifference to the lost would be an indicator that we 

need to return to God. 

Indicator #4: We decide to deliberately disobey God – 1:3 

Notice the single word, "However" in the third verse. Jonah 

knew exactly what God required… "however." Instead of 

listening, he decided to willfully disobey. Disobedience is a 

gentle word for rebellion. For some reason, we have come to 

believe that God is willing to bargain with us over His 

commands. We tend to think that it is reasonable for God to 

make exceptions to His rules or, at least, compromise to some 

degree on His expectations. After all, He is a God of grace, 

right? 

But Scripture tell us this over and over again: God does not 

negotiate His commands. He didn't for Abraham, Moses or 

David. And He will not for us. Jesus states quite clearly, “if you 

love me, you will obey my commands.” The Apostle John 
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restated that in his letters we have just finished looking at over 

the past month. So if we testify, "I believe in God," but then 

qualify it with a "however," then we need to return to God. 

Indicator #5: We run from our calling – 1:3 

"Jonah got up to flee…from the Lord." Those words are even 

more haunting when we remember that Jonah was a prophet 

of God. Notice three important phrases here: 

"to flee." It is the irresponsibility of running from God. When it 

comes to our calling, Christians can find themselves in one of 

three situations: Never started, started but quit (and we're 

making excuses), or going strong in service to the Lord. We 

need to consider how irresponsible it is for us to run from our 

God-given assignments. Besides that, think of the eternal 

consequences for those God intends for us to minister to. 

"to Tarshish." Here is the insanity that we can run from God. 

What is your "Tarshish?" We all have one… maybe more than 

one. It is a place you and I have gone to that is the opposite of 

God's will for our lives. Jonah tried to run as far from God's call 

as possible. His rebellion led him to do that which he would 

never have considered previously. 

"from God." Finally, there is the impossibility of running from 

God. We might run, but we cannot hide from God. Songwriter 

Michael Card wrote a song based on the poem The Hound of 

Heaven. The song begins, “I fled Him down the nights and 

days, I fled Him down the path of years, I heard all about the 
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love of the One who was following me.” After many attempts to 

run and hide, the runner reaches a point of surrender: 

“Finally, I can flee no more. I yielded for Your open door; the 

prize You sought for so long is finally Yours. Your dark and 

gloom have hounded me for so long now that I can't see. I 

surrender all those things You've taken from me.” It is only in 

that surrender that the voice of God is finally heard and 

understood: “Came back a voice ‘I did not take them for your 

harm, I only wanted You to seek them in my arms. The dark 

and gloom you said you could no longer stand was after all the 

shadow of My loving hand’.”   

Consider these questions: What has God called you to do? 

What has God given you a passion about? Where are you 

supposed to do it? When should you do it? 

I heard God's call to ministry while in high school. I even went 

to a Bible College after graduating. But after my first semester 

of college, I decided that the ministry was not for me. So what 

did I do? I left. Waited tables. Oh, I still went to church. I even 

volunteered with the Youth Group. While I was living that 

anonymous life, God ran me down. Luckily - like Jonah - God's 

call came second time. Neglecting our calling is an indicator 

that we need to return to God. 

Indicator #6: We disregard God's correction – 1:5 

Here in the fifth verse, in the midst of a God-sent storm, we 

find that "Jonah had… fallen into a deep sleep." His sleep is a 

good metaphor for spiritual indifference. Some people today 
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are so "asleep" that they completely miss what God is trying to 

say to them. We can even be incredibly busy, yet be asleep to 

the voice calling to us. Maybe we’re comfortable doing what 

we’ve been doing. Maybe we don’t want to step into a risky 

vocation or position. I know that I have done both. I also know 

that God has sent storms to wake me up; storms that upset my 

life completely. If only I had listened and obeyed! The writer of 

Hebrews reminds us, "do not regard lightly the discipline of the 

Lord, or lose heart when you are punished by him; 
6 
for the 

Lord disciplines those whom he loves." When we disregard 

such discipline and correction, it is an indicator that we need to 

return to God. 

These have been indicators that we may need to return to 

God, whether we realized we had left or not. Maybe, like 

Jonah, you find yourself in one of those situations. How do we 

then return to God? Let us look at one example: Ernest 

Emurian, author of Living Stories of Famous Hymns, tells of 

how the author and preacher John Newton discovered grace 

and forgiveness through humility, honesty, and confession. 

Newton signed on with a slave ship leaving from Africa with its 

"cargo." He was an experienced sailor and navigator, but his 

cursing and blaspheming turned hardened sailors' ears red. 

Soon the ship was caught in a horrible storm and was taking in 

water. The crew had to man the pumps 24 hours a day to stay 

afloat. The constant wind rocked the boat so severely that the 

sailors had to tie themselves to the deck to keep from being 

swept overboard. Then, at one point, several of the crew tried 
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to throw Newton overboard. They figured that God was 

punishing him like Jonah of the Old Testament. The captain 

declared that the only way the ship would make it in to safe 

harbor was by God's power. He commanded everyone - 

including Newton - to pray. "God, if You're true," Newton 

prayed earnestly, "make good your Word. Cleanse my vile 

heart." 

After four weeks of storms and constant brushes with death, 

the ship limped into an Irish port. John Newton, former "free 

thinker," former slave trader and atheist, declared his faith in 

Jesus. He became a well-known preacher and writer. In fact, 

we chiefly know him as the author of the hymn Amazing Grace. 

When we find ourselves needing to return to God, there is no 

one equation that will work for all of us. Each of our 

relationships with the Lord is unique, just as He has made us 

and called us to Him. For some, a gentle nudge may be 

enough to heed the indicator and quickly move closer to God. 

For others, it will take an event of near cataclysmic experience 

to budge us back toward God. But we can take heart that God 

is working to bring us back into relationship with Him. That was 

the work done on the cross of Christ; to repair the divide 

between our sinful selves that keeps us from life with our 

Creator and Lord. That work continues today, in your lives and 

in mine. Jonah, when he found himself captive in the belly of a 

great fish, remembered the words of God; specifically those of 

the Psalms. When all else had failed him, Jonah prayed those 

verses of lament and praise, of distress and salvation.  
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I pray that when we find ourselves needing to move closer to 

God, that we would have the ears to listen, the eyes to see, 

and the strength in His Spirit to avoid a storm of awakening 

such as Jonah faced; for Jesus has made a way for our 

burdens to be light as we journey with Him in his call to us for 

salvation, sanctification, and ministry. May this whale of a tale 

cause us to examine our own lives and call, and keep us 

faithfully in His written Word, lest we fall away. 

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

Charge: 

The word of God came to Jonah. The word of God comes to us. 

Go, despite your fears 

Speak, the truth of God 

Love, your neighbor and you enemy 

Forgive, as you have been forgiven 

Receive, grace upon grace;  

Overflowing from the fullness of God. 

Benediction: 

And now may Christ go before you to guide you, behind you to 

encourage you; beside you to befriend you; above you to 

watch over you; and within you to give you peace. 

Confession: (2 Chronicles 7:14) 

If my people who are called by my name humble themselves, 

and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, 

then I will hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and heal 

their land. 


