Jonah - Chapters 2 and 3


Let’s recap chapter 1.  God asks Jonah to go to Nineveh and preach against their wickedness with a warning to repent.  Jonah says no thanks and does a runner.  Gets on a boat, gets stuck in a storm.  Confesses to the fishermen the storm is his fault, gets thrown overboard and gets stuck in the belly of a large fish (many scholars think it was a massive Great White Shark0 up to his waste in putrefying plankton and other fishy deposits. 

Before we move onto chapters 2 and 3 though it is important to look at the reason why Jonah did a runner.  It is key to the whole narrative so worth exploring.  Have you ever thought about it?   This is a really important prophet of God, pretty in tune with the Lord.  The text says he greatly feared the Lord.  He probably knew this whole storm thing would happen (judging by the casual way he wakes up in the midst of a storm and goes……….’shucks, its all my fault guys, soz’)

It must have been something pretty important to say no to God………
There were a few reasons suggested.  He was fearful of the journey that he might get mugged, he feared the Ninevites would get angry and kill him (possible), he HATED the Ninevites and absolutely wanted them to taste Gods wrath.  Probably the latter if you look at his anger in chapter 4 when God forgives them.

So he fled to Tarshish (Spain!)  The humour of it is God sends this big shark like fish as a kind of organic submarine.  He was in the belly for 3 days.  Was the fish hanging around in the water waiting for Jonah to repent.? I think it was destined to go back to the coast, conveniently spitting Jonah on the beach so he can hike to Ninevah.  Isn’t God cool.  He too, knew Jonah and knew that there is nothing like the rotting stench filled dungeon of a fishes stomach to induce a healthy fear of the Lord and a bit of repentance……..

The Hebrew name Jonah in English means Dove.  Symbol of peace.  He knew what God was asking of him and it wasn’t about the wrath.

(Notes from Barnes)   The profits were used outside of Israel as beacons to God. ‘But although a prophet of Israel, he, like Daniel afterward or his great predecessor Elisha, had his mission also beyond the bounds of Israel. Whenever God brought His people into any relation with other people, He made Himself known to them. The mode of His manifestation varied; the fact remained uniform. So He made Himself known to Egypt through Joseph and Moses; to the Philistines at the capture of the ark; to the Syrians by Elisha; to Nebuchadnezzar and Belshazzar by Daniel, as again to Darius and Cyrus.’

This is a cool bit from chapter 1.  Even in Jonahs disobedience, the fishermen who weren’t Hebrews experienced the power and majesty of God.  When the seas calmed they were struck with a Holy fear of the Lord and became Christians.  (decided to become followers if you like)  

15So they picked up Jonah and threw him into the sea, and the sea ceased from its raging. 16Then the men feared the Lord exceedingly, and offered a sacrifice to the Lord and took vows.


So here we have Jonah in the fishes stomach;  he is obviously in some state of distress (as you would be) and he falls on the place of prayer.  

Jonah 2 NKJV
1Then Jonah prayed to the Lord his God from the fish’s belly. 2And he said:
      “I cried out to the Lord because of my affliction,
      And He answered me.
      “Out of the belly of Sheol I cried,
      And You heard my voice.
3      For You cast me into the deep,
      Into the heart of the seas,
      And the floods surrounded me;
      All Your billows and Your waves passed over me.
4      Then I said, ‘I have been cast out of Your sight;
      Yet I will look again toward Your holy temple.’
5      The waters surrounded me, even to my soul;
      The deep closed around me;
      Weeds were wrapped around my head.
6      I went down to the moorings of the mountains;
      The earth with its bars closed behind me forever;
      Yet You have brought up my life from the pit,
      O Lord, my God.
7      “When my soul fainted within me,
      I remembered the Lord;
      And my prayer went up to You,
      Into Your holy temple.
8      “Those who regard worthless idols
      Forsake their own Mercy.
9      But I will sacrifice to You
      With the voice of thanksgiving;
      I will pay what I have vowed.
      Salvation is of the Lord.”
10So the Lord spoke to the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land.

He falls into repentance and the cool thing, a bit like David, his prayer is repentant but before even hearing from the Lord he is claiming the forgiveness of the Lord.  v6   ‘Yet you oh Lord……….’  He knows what God will do and he knows what he must do.  This dude certainly knows the character of God.

This whole narrative is about the mission of God.  It speaks of Gods plan for the nations from the beginning of time…….  It is a mission of kindness and grace.  A mission of inclusion and restoration from depravity and lost-ness.

Why did Jonah hate the Ninevites?  
(Matthew Henry)
Nineveh was at this time the metropolis of the Assyrian monarchy, an eminent city (Gen. 10:11 ), a great city, that great city, forty-eight miles in compass (some make it much more), great in the number of the inhabitants, as appears by the multitude of infants in it (ch. 4:11 ), great in wealth (there was no end of its store, Nah. 2:9 ), great in power and dominion; it was the city that for some time ruled over the kings of the earth.

One of the things we know about them was that they sacrificed children and babies to Baal.  They were oppressive and the Israelites both feared and loathed them.  It makes sense why Jonah wanted them dead.  But in essence, he was a racist!!

These nasty Assyrians whose sin, God describes as very great and coming before him.  

But here’s the thing.  This whole narrative is about Gods earnest desire to bring salvation to all nations, to all peoples.  No matter what tribe or race, no matter level of evil they are immersed in.  his grace and mercy are for all.

Rather than pour out His wrath, God sends one of his ‘trusted’ profits to give them a second chance.  Jonah thinks, oh know, I know whats going to happen.  They will listen to me and they will repent and then, oh no, God will forgive them because I know Him and that is just what he is like……!

Jonah 3  NKJV
1Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah the second time, saying, 2“Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and preach to it the message that I tell you.” 3So Jonah arose and went to Nineveh, according to the word of the Lord. Now Nineveh was an exceedingly great city, a three-day journey in extent. 4And Jonah began to enter the city on the first day’s walk. Then he cried out and said, “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!”
5So the people of Nineveh believed God, proclaimed a fast, and put on sackcloth, from the greatest to the least of them. 6Then word came to the king of Nineveh; and he arose from his throne and laid aside his robe, covered himself with sackcloth and sat in ashes. 7And he caused it to be proclaimed and published throughout Nineveh by the decree of the king and his nobles, saying,
Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, taste anything; do not let them eat, or drink water. 8But let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and cry mightily to God; yes, let every one turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his hands. 9Who can tell if God will turn and relent, and turn away from His fierce anger, so that we may not perish?
10Then God saw their works, that they turned from their evil way; and God relented from the disaster that He had said He would bring upon them, and He did not do it.

So the people heard this message and a number of them took it seriously and word gets to the King who also takes it seriously.  Perhaps he is inspired by his peoples lead?  The decree goes out and it leads the whole nation turning to God.  I find it interesting the actions of the people on the ground led to the King repenting which led to the whole nation repenting.  A side question could be asked what would it take to start a movement of national repentance?  What fruit would it bear?

So what can we take from these two passages.  The first obvious I suppose.  It is important to know Gods voice and to fear Him enough to obey Him the first time.  The Psalmist’s pros in Ps 139 where it says where can I go to flee your presence, if I go down to the depths of the sea….etc.  it goes both ways.  We cannot escape Gods presence, particularly when he is calling you to do something.

Jonahs response, eventually, after being in a storm and being swallowed whole by a possible 30 ft Shark, was a good one.  He repents and cries out for Gods mercy.  In the midst of this repentance he claims the forgiveness he knows God has promised him.  Once this is done he is free to follow and obey again.

The second point is this.  Are we fully aware just how consuming the missional heart of God really is?  It is rooted in the Abrahamic covenant;

Genesis 12
1Now the Lord had said to Abram:
      “Get out of your country,
      From your family
      And from your father’s house,
      To a land that I will show you.
2      I will make you a great nation;
      I will bless you
      And make your name great;
      And you shall be a blessing.
3      I will bless those who bless you,
      And I will curse him who curses you;
      And in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”

We, like Jonah are called to be beacons of light and hope to this promise of a blessing.  That through us, all the nations of the earth shall be blessed by God.  It is pretty hard core.  This applies to Assyrians living in Nineveh.  It applies to Libyans, Palestinians, Afghans, Pakistanis.  The list is endless.  Gods missional heart beats intensely for these people that one day they would know him intimately and with the whole of their lives.

We can only know this if we truly know him.  Jonah should have known better.  But we cold probably say the same about ourselves if we were to be honest!  We know this stuff but how often do we live it?  What does it mean to really live it?  All of the Christian life revolves around Gods mission which is rooted in the Gen. 12.  It is why Jesus came to earth.  It is what the cross is really about.  It is not a self serving message of faith, it is not a feel good experience.  It is a journey away from where you feel comfortable.  Like Jonah we need to be taken out of our comfort zones, to live and to speak in places that are uncomfortable to us.  Are you prepared to do this?  

God loved Jonah enough to help him realize this.  He called him out of his comfort zone and then had to force him completely out of his comfort zone in order to get his attention!!  Don’t let this be you?  Because God loves you enough to do the same.  What is he saying to you?
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