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Introduction 

 

So, things are a bit different today.  We are actually starting, this morning, what will be a two-

week journey through the story of Jonah.  Jonah is one of those stories of the Bible with which, if 

you are going to do any of it, you really have to do all of it.  It is a profoundly ‘human’ story that 

reminds us of some of the fundamental questions we face in our relationship God, but it really to 

be seen as a whole.  So that’s what we are going to do.  Instead of one sermon, it’s four 

reflections – one for each chapter of the book.  The first three we will do today with some of our 

youth reading those chapters for us.  To see how it all plays out in the end, however, you will 

need to come back next week for chapter 4! 

 

 

Jonah 1 

 

1 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, 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. 6 The captain came 

and said to him, “What are you doing sound asleep? Get up, call on your god! Perhaps the god 

will spare us a thought so that we do not perish.” 

 

7 The sailors said to one another, “Come, let us cast lots, so that we may know on whose account 

this calamity has come upon us.” So they cast lots, and the lot fell on Jonah. 8 Then they said to 
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him, “Tell us why this calamity has come upon us. What is your occupation? Where do you 

come from? What is your country? And of what people are you?” 9 “I am a Hebrew,” he replied. 

“I worship the Lord, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.” 10 Then the men 

were even more afraid, and said to him, “What is this that you have done!” For the men knew 

that he was fleeing from the presence of the Lord, because he had told them so. 

 

11 Then they said to him, “What shall we do to you, that the sea may quiet down for us?” For the 

sea was growing more and more tempestuous. 12 He said to them, “Pick me up and throw me 

into the sea; then the sea will quiet down for you; for I know it is because of me that this great 

storm has come upon you.” 13 Nevertheless the men rowed hard to bring the ship back to land, 

but they could not, for the sea grew more and more stormy against them. 14 Then they cried out 

to the Lord, “Please, O Lord, we pray, do not let us perish on account of this man’s life. Do not 

make us guilty of innocent blood; for you, O Lord, have done as it pleased you.” 15 So they 

picked Jonah up and threw him into the sea; and the sea ceased from its raging. 16 Then the men 

feared the Lord even more, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows. 

 

17  But the Lord provided a large fish to swallow up Jonah; and Jonah was in the belly of the fish 

three days and three nights. 

 

 

Reflection: It’s Easy to Run 

 

If there’s any reminder we get right at the outset, in the story of Jonah, it’s that, when it comes to 

God, it’s easy to run.  In fact, I might suggest that it is almost human nature to run.  The demands 

God can place on our lives can seem, at times, overwhelming – if not altogether unreasonable.  

And, that’s the scenario in which Jonah finds himself as we start his story. 

 

Make sure you understand what, exactly, it is that Jonah was being asked to do here.  As we will 

see in a little while, God is not asking Jonah to go and deliver a sermon telling these people that 

they’re not quite living up to snuff.  No, when God calls Jonah to preach against Nineveh, he is 

calling Jonah to deliver a message of ‘armaggedon-esque’ destruction.  It’s imperative to 

understand, in this, that in Ancient Israel it was believed that that spoken word had tremendous 

power.  That’s why the creation story is phrased in the language of ‘And God said…”  Because, 

it what was believed that saying things could bring them to fruition.  So, when God calls Jonah to 

preach against Nineveh, In Jonah’s eyes, what God is asking Jonah to do is to enter into that land 

and be the person to deliver the wrath of God on these people.  So, Jonah runs.  Wouldn’t we all? 

 

Frankly, we run for far less.  We run from God all the time.  Whether it’s because we know 

we’re doing something wrong or we don’t want to know what we’re doing wrong, we run from 

the commands of God all the time.  We all do it.  It may be in our time, our vocation, our 

finances, our service, our families – who knows.  But, I know that we all encounter, regularly, 

those moments in which we say, ‘I know God wants me to do this, but…’ and in finishing that 

sentence we quickly run off in the other direction.  I know we all constantly confront those 

places that God wants us to turn right and we end up turning left, because we don’t trust God 

enough to know that God will work good through us, even when we can’t see it. 
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That’s the piece of this story of Jonah that gets tricky.  It’s a trust issue.  As we read this first 

chapter of the book, we see very quickly that Jonah doesn’t trust God enough to set aside his 

own conceptions and follow the call that has been placed before him.  I know, for us, it is 

sometimes a question of whether or not we’re really understanding what God wants from us (and 

sometimes that’s a genuine question, and sometimes it’s an excuse), but Jonah has gotten past 

that point.  There’s no doubt here that he understands what God longs for him to do.  But, he 

doesn’t do it.  Why?  Because his perception of what God is asking him to do, and his 

understanding of where that will lead, are not places he wants to go.  Because, he doesn’t trust in 

God enough to follow into those places that don’t fit into what he expects or wants from God.   

 

And, it is that lack of trust, that refusal to follow with faith the path that God had laid before him, 

that led Jonah down this road of far greater turmoil and far deeper distress.  It may be very hard, 

at times, to trust in God – it may be easy to run.  But, I would contend that the first lesson we 

receive from Jonah is that, as hard as it may be to trust in God, often our attempts to follow our 

own egos and go our own ways simply end up in ways that are far worse. 

 

 

Jonah 2 

 

Then Jonah prayed to the Lord his God from the belly of the fish, 2 saying, “I called to the Lord 

out of my distress, and he answered me; out of the belly of Sheol I cried,  and you heard my 

voice. 

 

3 You cast me into the deep, into the heart of the seas, and the flood surrounded me; 

all your waves and your billows passed over me. 

 

4 Then I said, ‘I am driven away from your sight; how shall I look again upon your holy 

temple?’ 

 

5 The waters closed in over me; the deep surrounded me; weeds were wrapped around my head 

at the roots of the mountains.  I went down to the land whose bars closed upon me forever; yet 

you brought up my life from the Pit, O Lord my God.  7 As my life was ebbing away,  I 

remembered the Lord; and my prayer came to you, into your holy temple.  8 Those who worship 

vain idols forsake their true loyalty.  9 But I with the voice of thanksgiving will sacrifice to you, 

what I have vowed I will pay.  Deliverance belongs to the Lord!” 

 

10 Then the Lord spoke to the fish, and it spewed Jonah out upon the dry land. 
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Reflection: God Never Leaves, We Do 

 

I think one of the most poignant moments in the story of Jonah is in the seventh verse of the 

second chapter.  He has run from God in his failure to trust in God’s path.  After a terrifying 

course of events in the boat, he has been thrown into a raging sea, and after coming face to face 

with death in the sea, he has landed in the belly of the great fish.  Finally, he comes to terms with 

the fact that, perhaps, he should pay a little more attention to this God he claims to worship.  

And, in verse seven, in the midst of his prayer, he says, “When my life was ebbing away, I 

remembered you, LORD, and my prayer rose to you, to your holy temple.”  ‘When I was about 

to die,’ he says, ‘I remembered who you are.’ 

 

He has a revelatory moment.  It is a classic human experience.  In the midst turmoil, at the height 

of distress in our lives, we remember who God is, and we call out to him.  At that moment in 

which we hit the proverbial bottom, we cry out for God.  And, what happens?  We discover that 

God was there all along. 

 

That, to me, is the wonderful thing that happens in the belly of this great fish.  Notice that Jonah 

doesn’t say, ‘I called out to you and hoped you would come.’  Notice that Jonah doesn’t 

proclaim that he searched for God and found God in the wilderness.  No, in the middle of the sea, 

in the belly of a fish, after doing all he could to run from God in every way imaginable, Jonah 

remembers God.  He doesn’t FIND God, he REMEMBERS God!  In other words, after avoiding 

God in every way – after seeing those efforts lead him to an even deeper place of distress – 

Jonah has that tremendous revelation that God was there all along.  At that moment of his most 

critical anguish, he remembers that God is already there.  And, what happens?  As soon Jonah 

remembers God – as soon as Jonah stops trying to go it alone and remembers that God is with 

him – “the LORD commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land.” 

 

One of the things I try to express now and then is that God never leaves – we do.   

• When we feel distant from God, it’s not because God has left us, it is because something 

in our hearts or lives are drawing us away from God.   

• When we feel as though God is not there, it is not because God isn’t, it is because we are 

living as though he isn’t.   

• When it seems that we are going it alone, it is not because God has sent us out alone, it is 

because we have decided that’s the way we want to do it. 

 

The wonderful promise of faith is that we can make our mistakes, we can try to go it alone, we 

can look to make our agendas the priority, and God will never leave.  It may feel like it.  We 

may, at times, wonder where God is.  But, the wonderful promise of faith is that all we have to 

do is remember that we aren’t alone, all we have to do is remember God, and God will be right 

there waiting for us to return to him.   

 

Jonah had to try it his way.  Jonah had to go it alone.  But, what Jonah learned was that he was 

never alone.  Once he remembered God, there God was, right by his side.  Once he remembered 

God, a new chapter of possibility opened before him.  And, then the question stood again, would 

he, this time, trust in the God he had finally remembered? 
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Jonah 3 

 

The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time, saying, 2 “Get up, go to Nineveh, that great 

city, and proclaim to it the message that I tell you.” 3 So Jonah set out and went to Nineveh, 

according to the word of the Lord. Now Nineveh was an exceedingly large city, a three days’ 

walk across. 4 Jonah began to go into the city, going a day’s walk. And he cried out, “Forty days 

more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” 5 And the people of Nineveh believed God; they 

proclaimed a fast, and everyone, great and small, put on sackcloth. 

 

6 When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, removed his robe, 

covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. 7 Then he had a proclamation made in Nineveh: 

“By the decree of the king and his nobles: No human being or animal, no herd or flock, shall 

taste anything. They shall not feed, nor shall they drink water. 8 Human beings and animals shall 

be covered with sackcloth, and they shall cry mightily to God. All shall turn from their evil ways 

and from the violence that is in their hands. 9 Who knows? God may relent and change his mind; 

he may turn from his fierce anger, so that we do not perish.” 

 

10 When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed his mind 

about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he did not do it. 

 

 

Reflection: A Godly End to a Human Story 

 

It’s remarkable what happens when we actually trust God instead of ourselves.  This whole 

ordeal, for Jonah, began because he couldn’t bring himself to truly trust in God.  Now, don’t get 

me wrong, I don’t blame him.  I don’t know how many, if any, of us could have taken on a task 

like the one that Jonah was asked to embrace.  To walk into a city and proclaim, on behalf of 

God himself, that destruction would come upon the city is not something any of us would be 

chomping at the bit to do.  Jonah’s story, to this point, is a very human one. 

 

The story begins with an understandable level of doubt.  Jonah struggles to trust in God enough 

to embrace this unimaginable task of being the bearer of God’s wrath.  His departure from God, 

however, simply sends him down an even more arduous road until, in the depths of despair, he 

remembers that he needs God and rediscovers the presence of God in his life.  In that moment, he 

reclaims his faith in God, places his trust in the Lord, and travels the road that God has asked 

him to travel.   

 

While the circumstances may be unusual, the story is a very common one in the human 

condition.  We falter, we fail to trust in God, we face the repercussions of trusting in ourselves, 

we remember that we need God, we discover God never left, and we re-assert our faith and 

devotion.  The story, to this point, is a very human one. 

 

But, the story that takes over, in that moment is a very Godly one.  It all turns on a dime, here, as 

Jonah delivers his message to the people of Nineveh.  Finally, Jonah fulfills the call that was 

placed before him.  Albeit reluctantly, Jonah spends his three days in the city proclaiming the 

judgment of God.  Despite his best efforts to avoid the act, Jonah follows through and delivers 
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the message to the people fully and wholly expecting that these people would meet their doom 

through the words he declared.  But, God had a different plan.  God didn’t want to punish the 

people of Nineveh, God longed for the people of Nineveh to live in faith.  And, God’s plan was 

that the words of Jonah might be the very thing that brought that faith about.  And, it was. 

 

And, that’s the remarkable thing about trusting in God.  We struggle to trust in God because we 

think we know where that life of faith will lead us.  We struggle to adhere, with devotion, to 

everything God places before us, because we think we can grasp what, exactly we would be 

losing or facing in doing so.  We struggle to follow the will of God because our expectations of 

where that would lead are not consistent with what we desire in life.  So, we fight it. 

• We hear that God wants us to take time to help those in need, but fear that such time 

would be a detriment to our family or careers, so we don’t take it. 

• We read that God wants us to use the abundance of our own lives to make a difference in 

the world around us, but see that giving would reduce the abundance we have, so we 

don’t do it. 

• We understand that God wants us to stand up for what is right in every arena of our lives, 

but we don’t want to offend a friend or burden a relationship at the office, so we stay 

quiet. 

• We discover that God wants us to do a certain thing, follow a particular path, or make a 

challenging decision, and we don’t like where we think that would take us, so we don’t. 

 

That’s why it is so hard to trust in God – because all too often our trust in God is contingent on 

our own understanding of where that will lead.  But, what we fail to realize, is that what we 

really have, then, is not a trust in God at all, but a trust in ourselves.  Think about it – if we trust 

in God only when it leads where we want it to lead (when we trust in God only when the 

decisions are ones that make sense to us) we’re not trusting in God at all, we’re trusting in 

ourselves.  And, more often than not, that is exactly it works.  We’ll gladly follow God, if we can 

understand, and agree with, where that path is taking us. 

 

But, when we can move past that, when we can trust in God and God alone, we will find that it 

never quite works out the way we thought it would, and the challenges we expected won’t be 

nearly what we had foreseen.  God can work wonderful and unimaginable things through us 

when we trust.  Jonah fought for understandable reasons, but when he trusted he learned that 

everything he expected was mistaken and that God was working for the good all along.  That’s 

the trust to which we’re called – not to follow when we know it will be OK, but to trust even 

when it makes no sense, and to follow into the deepest challenges with a faith that God will 

reveal a greater end than we’d ever imagined or understood. 

 

That’s the story that we see unveiled in Jonah in these first three chapters.  But, for Jonah, the 

story’s not quite over.  But for that, you’ll have to come back next week. 


