
Jonah and the Great Fish 

We’ve looked at Daniel being thrown into a den of lions and Shadrach, Meshach and 
Abednego being thrown into a blazing hot furnace, and to complete the trilogy of thrown 
men, we will look at one of the favorite Sunday School stories of all time, in which Jonah 
gets thrown overboard and is swallowed by a great fish.  

Who was Jonah?  2 Kings 14:25 refers to Jonah as the son of Amittai, the prophet from 
Gath Hepher and places him in the reign of Jeroboam II in the northern kingdom.  The 
one prophecy ascribed to him outside of the book of Jonah is a prediction that 
Jeroboam would restore the boundaries of the northern kingdom, Israel.  He spoke out 
in the national interest, prophesying good news for the people, expansion of the 
kingdom to its former greatness.  

But when the word of the Lord came to him again, in the story told in the book that 
carries his name, he ran away.  Why?  Why does a prophet who has been entrusted 
with the ability to speak the very words of God, why would a person with this kind of gift, 
choose to defy God and refuse to use it?   

We find out as the story goes on and it becomes one of the very insightful pictures of 
the failure of Israel to be the people that God had intended for them to be.  Let’s dig in:
! The word of the LORD came to Jonah, son of Amittai: “Go to the great city of 
! Nineveh and preach against it because its wickedness has come up before me.”
! But Jonah ran away from the LORD and headed for Tarshish.  He went down to 
! Joppa where he found a ship bound for that port.  After paying the fare, he went 
! aboard and sailed for Tarshish to flee from the LORD.  (1:1-3)

Israel had been in conflict with Damascus for pretty much the entire 9th century B.C.  
The king of that city had been able to control internal affairs within the much-reduced 
borders of Israel and the northern kingdom had to pay tribute to Damascus.  But in 797 
the Assyrians led a successful campaign against Damascus and this freed up Israel for 
a time.  There were some internal struggles within the Assyrian government, so that 
Jehoash and Jeroboam II were able to recover all the territory they had lost to 
Damascus and restore the northern borders.  

They became complacent, sure that God was on “their side” and that they had nothing 
to fear.  They began to look forward to “the day of Yahweh”, the day when their enemies 
would be swallowed up in the darkness and Israel would shine brightly in the glory of 
God.  Into this situation God sent two prophets: Amos and Jonah.  These two were very 
different in their approach, but both indicated that God wasn’t going to act in the way the 
nation of Israel expected - He wasn’t going to validate their cruelty and injustice and 
idolatry just because they were descended from Abraham.   

Amos wrote things like:
! Woe to you who long for the day of Yahweh
! Why do you long for the day of Yahweh?
! That day will be darkness not light   (Amos 5:18)



and:
! Woe to you who are complacent in Zion
! And to you who feel secure on Mount Samaria   (Amos 6:1)

In contrast, there’s the prophet Jonah, the one who had assured Israel that a time was 
coming when God would restore their fortunes, restore their borders to what they had 
been before, and whose prophecy had already been fulfilled under Jehoash and 
Jereboam II.  Now he has received a word to go to Nineveh and speak judgment 
against them and he jumps on board a ship headed for Spain.  
! Then the LORD sent a great wind on the sea, and such a violent storm arose that 
! the ship threatened to break up.  All the sailors were afraid and each cried out to 
! his own god.  And they threw the cargo into the sea to lighten the ship.  
! But Jonah had gone below deck, where he lay down and fell into a deep sleep.  
! The captain went to him and said, “How can you sleep?  Get up and call on your 
! god!  Maybe he will take notice of us and we will not perish.”
! Then the sailors said to each other, “Come, let us cast lots to find out who is 
! responsible for this calamity.”  They cast lots and the lot fell on Jonah.  So they 
! asked him, “Tell us, who is responsible for making all this trouble for us?  What 
! do you do?  Where do you come from?  !What is your country?  From what 
! people are you?”
! He answered, “I am a Hebrew and I worship the LORD, the God of heaven, who 
! made the sea and the land.”
! This terrified them and they asked, “What have you done?”  (They knew he was 
! running away from the LORD, because he had already told them so.)
! The sea was getting rougher and rougher, so they asked him, “What should we 
! do to you to make the sea calm down for us?”
! “Pick me up and throw me into the sea,” he replied, “and it will become calm.  I 
! know that it is my fault that this great storm has come upon you.”  (1:4-12)

The men try to avoid this action, but to no avail.
! Then they cried to the LORD, “O Yahweh, please do not let us die for taking this 
! man’s life.  Do not hold us accountable for killing an innocent man, for You, O 
! Yahweh, have done as You pleased.”  Then they took Jonah and threw him 
! overboard, and the raging sea grew calm.  At this the men greatly feared 
! Yahweh, and they offered a sacrifice to the LORD and made vows to Him. 
! But Yahweh provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the 
! fish three daysand three nights.  (1:14-17)

This doesn’t sound like any other prophet in the Old Testament.  Jonah may have lived 
around the same time as Amos, but he doesn’t talk or act like Amos at all!  What they 
have in common is that they hear from God.  The difference is that Amos boldly 
declares the word of Yahweh, while Jonah runs from it.  Both are confident of the 
LORD’s intentions, but Jonah doesn’t approve and therefore doesn’t support God’s 
agenda.  

But he does know that the storm is his fault, that it is a storm sent from God because of 



his stubborn refusal to be obedient, and he knows that if he is thrown over-board the 
storm will cease - there won’t be any need for it anymore.  

The writer of this book, I think, is deliberate in drawing a contrast between the faith of 
the sailors and the faith of Jonah.  The sailors have a genuine fear of Yahweh, they pray 
to Him, they make a sacrifice to Him, they make vows to Him.  Jonah, although He 
hears from God and knows what he is supposed to do, doesn’t demonstrate a fear of 
God, nor a desire to do God’s will.  He only knows what he wants, and that is what 
drives him to this martyrdom - you could almost call it suicide - “Throw me into the sea, 
and it will become calm.”  Jonah is willing to throw his life away for his cause, but what 
is that cause?  What is so valuable that makes him run away from God and then ask to 
be thrown into the sea?

The second chapter of the book contains Jonah’s prayer from inside the fish.  This 
prayer includes these lines:
! When my life was ebbing away I remembered You, LORD
! And my prayer rose to You, to Your holy temple  (v. 7)
! But I, with a song of thanksgiving will sacrifice to You
! What I have vowed I will make good 
! Salvation comes from the LORD (v. 9)

The change is obvious.  Now, Jonah is joining the sailors in making a sacrifice to God.  
Now, he is the one who has made a vow that he promises to keep.  And God rewards 
him by telling the fish to vomit the prophet on dry land.  (v. 10)

Chapter 3 describes the mission to Nineveh.  It looks like Jonah’s vow, which he made 
while inside the fish, involved being obedient to God’s call and this time he went to 
Nineveh and proclaimed the message he had been given: “Forty more days and 
Nineveh will be overturned.” (v.4)  That’s the closest thing to a prophetic message we 
have in the book - God’s warning to a violent and idolatrous people.  “You’ve got 40 
days.”   But it didn’t happen.  Nineveh wasn’t overturned in 40 days because all the 
people, from the king to the commoner, believed the word that Jonah preached, 
humbled themselves in sackcloth and with fasting, and made changes to their 
behaviors.  Here’s a portion of the king’s speech -- not the movie about King George VI, 
but the king of Nineveh’s speech in Jonah 3:
! Let everyone call urgently on God.  Let them give up their evil ways and their 
! violence.  Who knows? God may yet relent and with compassion turn from His 
! fierce anger so that we will not perish.  (vv. 8,9)

And God did relent.  The next verse tells us that He had compassion because He saw 
how they turned from their evil ways and so did not bring the threatened destruction 
upon the city of Nineveh.

Which brings us to chapter 4, the final chapter and the true climax of the story.  You 
would think that a now obedient prophet who had carried out his mission and had seen 
the incredible response of the Ninevites to his simple message, would be over the 



moon.  You would think he would be deeply satisfied that his one-man mission to the 
capital of the rising Assyrian Empire had seen such success.  

But Jonah is not happy.  In fact he is so angry with God that he wants his life to end: 
“Now , O Yahweh, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.” (v.3)  
Remember that in the only other place in Scripture that we hear about Jonah we hear 
about a prophecy he made about Israel regaining lost territory, about the king, 
Jeroboam II, restoring the northern borders.  That’s the kind of thing Jonah wanted to be 
known for, because he was a nationalist - meaning, he was only interested in what was 
good for Israel, and certainly not in what was good for Israel’s most powerful enemy, the 
Assyrians.  But the lesson of Jonah is that God cares about every-one, the cruel 
Assyrian soldier and the idol-worshiping Canaanite, to the blood-thirsty ISIS 
revolutionary.

This is the aspect of God’s character that Jonah didn’t like, didn’t approve of, didn’t want 
to serve:
! O Yahweh, is this not what I said when I was still at home?  That is why I was so 
! quick to flee to Tarshish.  I knew that You are a gracious and compassionate 
! God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending 
! calamity. Now, Yahweh, take away my life (4:2,3)

Jonah didn’t want to be alive to see God show mercy to Israel’s hated enemies.  He 
didn’t approve of giving them another chance to do harm to the people of Israel.   He 
was so sure that God’s purpose in sending him to Nineveh was to stir the people to 
repentance so that He could show mercy, that he ran the other way.  “That is why I was 
so quick to flee to Tarshish ... I knew that You are a gracious and compassionate God, 
slow to anger and abounding in love.”

As a prophet, perhaps Jonah could see the destruction that Assyria would bring to 
Samaria, the capital of the northern kingdom, in the year 721.  That was maybe 60 or 70 
years after Jonah’s mission.  Maybe he thought that God was wrong to spare Assyria 
now, knowing that they would return to their cruel ways and bring an end to the northern 
kingdom.  But God doesn’t let Jonah get away with finding fault with Him.  Let’s finish 
the story:
! But Yahweh replied, “Have you any right to be angry?”
! Jonah went out and sat down at a place east of the city.  There he made himself 
! a shelter, sat in its shade and waited to see what would happen to the city.  Then 
! the LORD God provided a vine and made it grow up over Jonah to give shade 
! for his head to ease his discomfort, and Jonah was very happy about the vine.  
! But at dawn the next day, God provided a worm which chewed the vine so that it 
! withered.  When the sun rose, God provided a scorching east wind, and the sun 
! blazed on Jonah’s head so that he grew faint.  He wanted to die, and said, “It 
! would be better for me to die than to live.”
! But God said to Jonah, “Do you have a right to be angry about the vine?”
! “I do,” he said.  “I am angry enough to die.”



! But Yahweh said, “You have been concerned about this vine, though you did not 
! tend it or make it grow.  It sprang up overnight and died overnight. But Nineveh 
! has more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their
! right hand from their left, and many cattle as well.  Should I not be concerned 
! about that great city?”   (4:4-11)

God gave Jonah something that made life easier, and Jonah was grateful for it.  Then 
God took that away and Jonah was angry enough to die.  Why did God do that to 
Jonah?  To make him see the lack of love in his own heart.  Let’s look at this:
1. God says to Jonah, “You have been concerned about this vine.”  Did Jonah really 

have an attachment to the vine which hadn’t even been there a day earlier?  No, the 
only attachment in the story was to his own comfort.  

2. God then tells Jonah that He is concerned about the 120,000 people who live in 
Nineveh - and God’s concern is not petty and selfish.  He cares that they can’t tell 
their right hand from their left, that they are walking in darkness, that they don’t know 
goodness and grace.  

The contrast is clear.  Jonah didn’t care about Nineveh, and he didn’t really care about 
the vine.  He cared about his own people, Israel, and he cared about his own comfort.  
He wasn’t able to love his enemies, but God did love them and reached out to them.  
And God used a nationalistic, self-seeking prophet to warn the Assyrians of Nineveh 
and to spare them from judgment.  

What do we learn?
1. We learn, again, that God loves the whole world, not just us and not just our part of 

the world.  We are blessed, but not so we can just indulge ourselves, but so we can 
show God’s love to the whole human race.

2. We learn a few things about ourselves, and the need we have to examine our own 
heart.  The most obvious lesson is that we don’t love people the way God loves them.  
Jesus once said, “If you love those who love you, what reward will you get?  Are not 
even the tax collectors doing that?”  The point of Jonah’s learning is so that we can 
also learn about how wide and high and deep God’s love is and so we can join with 
Him in looking at this world with compassion, with hope, with grace.  

3. We see that what Jonah really loved was himself, his comfort, his ideas about things, 
his own people.  He was so set on this that he was willing to judge God and reject 
God’s calling on his life.  He wanted to die rather than live for the glory of God in the 
nations that surrounded Israel.  Let’s look at those three loves:

i. Jonah loved his comfort.  He was “very happy about the vine”, because it offered him 
shade from the heat of the day, but had no concern for the fate of the whole 
population of Nineveh.  There is no condemnation here for wanting or appreciating the 
things that make us happy - but there is a strong message about our indifference to 
the things that destroy people’s lives.  This is a call to compassion towards people 
who are not like us, who think and act in ways we don’t approve of, who we might 
think of as a threat ... but who are loved by God.

ii. Jonah loved his ideas, his view of the world.  I can’t count the times I’ve encountered, 
either  in person or in my reading, people who love their ideas more than they love 



God.  “But if God was just and if God was loving, why wouldn’t He ... ?”  That’s a 
typical question from someone who has no inside information, no capacity to 
determine whether what God has done is just or not, no understanding of God’s 
purpose in choosing one action over another and no concept of the consequences of 
the choice He did make or the choices He rejected.  But people ask those kinds of 
accusatory questions all the time.  They sound like Jonah, only with the opposite 
hope.  His hope was that God would destroy the Assyrians while people today hope 
that there is no judgment on evil.  So there’s a call from this chapter for us to respect 
what God chooses to do - again, this can’t come from knowledge, because we don’t 
know enough - it has to come from faith, from knowing God’s goodness, from 
believing that His character is, as Jonah admitted, gracious and compassionate, slow 
to anger and abounding in love.

iii. Jonah’s third love was his own people, to the point of preferring them to other 
nations.  That’s pretty natural, pretty human, but it fails to take into account God’s love 
for the whole world.  John 3:16 doesn’t read, “For God so loved Canadians ... or 
Westerners ... that He gave His only Son.”  It tells us that God loved the world enough 
to do that.  Jonah’s story reminds us that we can fall into the trap of preferring our 
national interests, our well-being, our privileged position, to the point that it hurts 
others.  Instead we should pray for, speak up for and act on behalf of the poorest 
people, the most broken nations, those who are least loved and least respected.  If 
you come across a way to demonstrate the love of Jesus to those groups, do it with 
an eager heart, because that’s God’s heart.


