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I. Introduction 

A. According to the Greeks it’s possible to know about bikes without having 
every ridden one. According to the Hebrews, it’s not. 

B. According to the Greeks – which in this context is code for the ancient 
philosophers, most modern academics, those who pursue knowledge or data – it’s 
possible to have such a complete theoretical understanding about bikes that you 
are an expert, even though you have not learned how to ride one. According to the 
Hebrews – the Jews, who rejected Greek Platonic ideas about archetypes and pure 
ideals, and instead had a very practical, earthy, real-world, wisdom-based 
understanding about really understanding something - according to the Hebrews, 
you could not be an expert on something until you had lived it, embodied it.  

C. Today we look at a text in which a confused Jewish prophet – a mixed-up 
combination of a Jewish nationalist and a mis-guided Greek-thinking idealist – 
who does not appear to really know – not in the Hebrew sense - the God he is 
talking about. 

D. As some of you know, Jonah is not the story many people think it is. It’s not 
about the fish. The hero is not the hero and it doesn’t end like people think. And 
for that matter, the breakthrough we are going to look at today does not end up 
being what it looks like – what we hope and think it is. In chapters two and three 
Jonah takes three steps forward. But in chapter four he takes three steps back. 

E. Indeed, he takes such big steps back in chapter 4 that some think he was 
faking the steps forward in chapter two. I don’t think so. I suspect he meant well 
but is a complicated, conflicted person who tends to fall back into old patterns, 
just like… well everyone else. I think he eventually gets it right. I think Jonah 
wrote the book of Jonah, which he could only have done after a real breakthrough.  

F. But it’s complicated.  

II. To get you back into the story, let me make four quick points in review: 

A. One: Jonah is an 8th century Hebrew prophet and the church’s first short-term 
missionary. He was ministering to the northern 10 tribes of Israel, when God told 
him to go to Nineveh, the capital of Assyria and tell the very wicked and cruel 
people who lived there to repent or else. Enough was enough. God is patient, but 
their cruelty had gone on as long as he could allow. 

B. Two: After receiving his orders, Jonah decides to make a break for it. As a 
loyal Jew, he doesn’t like the Assyrians and he doesn’t want to help them. He 
certainly doesn’t want God to help them, so does the 8th-century-B.C.-equivalent 
of boarding a flight for New Zealand – he hops on a ship headed for Tarshish.  
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1. Side note: if you want to run away from God, there is usually a boat 
waiting to take you where you want to go. But it never works out. Not 
long term anyway.  We cannot run from God.  

2. The image that comes to mind is that of holding a beach ball under 
water. You can do it for a long time, but you have to work at it, and 
eventually – as soon as you drop your guard or get jostled – it going to pop 
up.  

C. Three: Jonah’s efforts to run from God didn’t work. In fact, all kinds of things 
went wrong. In last week’s texts the campus pastors looked at the steps the sailors 
took to deal with the storm. First, they identified Jonah as the problem; second, 
they tried to row out of harm’s way; and 3) eventually they threw him overboard, 
which is where the big fish comes into the story. Jonah is swallowed. This is 
where we pick things up.  

1. I have noted that I’ve made peace with the claim about the fish 
because Jesus endorses it. It makes no sense to me. It could not happen 
naturally. But, as miracles go, this is a small claim. 

D. And then – number four – Jonah points us to Christ.  

1. I’ve made other points: 1) It’s not about the fish; 2) Jonah is a great 
example of irony. The prophet speaks for God but everyone else is more 
spiritually attuned than he is; 3) Part of Jonan’s problem is that he is 
blinded by his nationalism – and 4) the book is a literary masterpiece. 
There are all kinds of word plays and mirror images and other things 
going on.  

2. But the big point I want to make is that in spite of all the things Jonah 
does wrong, he does foreshadow Christ. He is going to give his life for 
others, die and be resurrected after three days. Jonah points to Jesus. Or, to 
come after this from another direction: Jesus is the new and better Jonah.  

III. OK. With that we pick up with chapter two – where Jonah, recently pitched into the 
drink and then swallowed by a great fish – cries out for help. 

IV. V1: From inside the fish Jonah prayed to the LORD his God. What we get is part 
prayer, part first-person commentary.  

V. V2: He said: From the depths of the grave I called for help, and you listened to 
my cry. I think he was sincere in crying out for help. Some say he is faking it.  

A. By the way, those who do, note that if he is faking it, God knows he is faking 
it, which makes God’s gracious treatment of Jonah all that much more amazing.  

B. But I don’t think he’s faking. I suspect that if you are sinking to the bottom of 
the ocean inside a fish, your prayers are real. You’re not playing games. 
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C. And I think the fact that he has a later change of heart is because he was a 
sinful person, just like the rest of us. 

D. In a number of his sermons, Martin Luther King preached about our struggle 
with sin, even comparing it to the story of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. He said, “I’ve 
said to you on many occasions that each of us is something of a schizophrenic 
personality. We’re split up and divided against ourselves. And there is something 
of a civil war going on within all of our lives…  

1. There is something within all of us that causes us to cry out with Ovid, 
the Latin poet, ‘I see and approve the better things of life, but the evil 
things I do.’  

2. There is something within all of us that causes us to cry out with Plato 
that the human personality is like a charioteer with two headstrong horses, 
each wanting to go in different directions.  

3. There is something within each of us that causes us to cry out with 
Goethe, ‘There is enough stuff in me to make both a gentleman and a 
rogue.’  

4. There is something within each of us that causes us to cry out with 
Apostle Paul, ‘I see and approve the better things in life, but the evil things 
I do.'”1  

E. Jonah talks a good talk in his prayer. It seems heartfelt. I think it is. And I 
think the reason he returns to his old attitude is because Jonah was a broken, 
sinful, complicated person – who wants to be better than he is, just like me and 
you. 

VI. V3: You hurled me into the deep, into the very heart of the seas, and the 
currents swirled about me; all your waves and breakers swept over me. I said, 'I 
have been banished from your sight; yet I will look again toward your holy temple.' 
The engulfing waters threatened me, the deep surrounded me; seaweed was 
wrapped around my head. To the roots of the mountains I sank down; the earth 
beneath barred me in forever.  

A. As I noted a few weeks back, one of the word plays revolves around God 
calling Jonah to arise, but he keeps going down. Down to Nineveh. Down into the 
boat. Now, down to the bottom of the sea, “To the roots of the mountains I 
sank down.” 

B. Some of you have been there. Perhaps some of you are headed there even 
now. I hope not. But as a pastor I have learned – come to accept - that it’s really 
hard for most of us to be redirected until we hit rock bottom. Now, hitting rock 
bottom is no guarantee that we will listen. But few seem willing to listen until 
they hit bottom.  I find myself praying that people will survive their crash. It’s 
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obvious to anyone watching that it is coming, and I am no longer surprised when 
those who crash will later see God’s hand in allowing them to crash. 

C. But, we do not need to crash. If you are running from God, stop. There is pain 
ahead. You can avoid it. You may or may not survive it. Stop running. Stop 
running. Stop running. You do not have to end up at the root of the mountain. 

VII. In his classic book, Knowing God, J.I. Packer talks about this. He starts a 
discussion about God’s grace by noting that for some people, God’s grace is an 
abstraction, not a life-changing power. To jump back to my opening point, they have a 
Greek understanding but not a Hebrew one. 

A. I have shared about my experience with grace on a couple occasions. While 
lying in Neuro-ICU after the brain injury that led to a stroke, I couldn’t swallow 
or roll over to spit when I started to choke on my saliva. Sheri couldn’t leave and 
had to race over and roll me onto my side throughout the night. And one time 
when this was happening, I said, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” And she said, “you do 
not have to apologize.” 

B. And I said, “You didn’t sign up for this.” And she said, “This is exactly what I 
signed up for.” 

C. And I said, “but I can’t do anything for you. I can’t reciprocate in any way. I 
am just a bundle of needs.” And she said, “Right, but that’s OK.” 

D. And I said, “but it’s not.” 

E. And she said, “This is grace. This is a gift. This is love. You don’t earn this. 
You don’t have to. For someone who talks about grace a lot you’ve never really 
gotten it. You always want to earn your way.”   

F. Right, I want to be the giver not the taker.” 

G. Yes, we all do. That’s not the way it works. You need to accept help. 

VIII. So, I have had to wrestle with this at a deeper level. Packer goes on to lay out 
three “crucial truths” that we have to understand in order to understand grace:2 

A. The first he calls “our moral-ill deserts.”  Which is a very British way of 
saying that we are sinners who deserve justice, which is not good news. 

1. He notes that – in our therapeutic, feel-good, our-biggest-problem-is-
low-self-esteem culture, where we believe we are free to determine right 
and wrong for ourselves – that this is a shocking message.  

2. The idea that there are absolutes and that we are going to reap what we 
sow – and that when we sow sin we will reap chaos – is unthinkably 
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shocking.  OK, well, be shocked. In order to appreciate grace, the first 
thing we need to be reminded of is that we deserve justice. 

B. The second point we need to understand – according to Packer – is our 
“spiritual impotence.” We need to admit, not only our sins but also our inability to 
repair or cleanse ourselves.  

1. Remarkably, this was a real problem for me in the hospital. I wanted to 
leave. I asked my boys to help me get up and sneak out, because this had 
gone on long enough. Never mind that I couldn’t sit up and needed help 
getting out of bed. I couldn’t see my need.  

2. On this point Packer notes that, again, our culture doesn’t help us. It 
doesn’t help because it suggests that we can fix ourselves – through some 
combination of therapy and technology.3  

3. I will add, for all Jonah gets wrong, in his prayer in Jonah 2, he gets 
this right. As he is sinking to the bottom of the ocean, he realizes his 
ability to fix things is over. 

C. The third point we need to grasp in order to understand grace, is how much it 
cost. 

1. On two occasions in his prayer – verses 4 and 7 - Jonah looks to God’s 
holy temple. This is where the sacrifices took place. Where innocent blood 
was shed so that guilty people could go free. 

2. And this is where – in the Holy of Holies – the mercy seat was kept. 
Pictures of Ark of the Covenant. The mercy seat was the slab of gold 
over the top of the Ark of the Covenant – which is what housed the Ten 
Commandments and also Aaron’s rod (that kept budding) and a gold pot 
containing some manna from Heaven. 

3. This is what Indiana Jones was after in Raiders of the Lost Ark. This 
was the Ark. And in the movie the idea was, whoever had it would win 
any war. So, they had to keep it out of the hands of Hitler. 

a) Now, if you’ve read your Bible you know, this is not really the 
way the ark worked. Indeed, in I Samuel 4 the Jews took the ark 
with them into battle against the Assyrians, lose the battle and lose 
the ark.  

4. The theological point for us – which is developed in Leviticus 16:14f – 
is that once a year, on the Day of Atonement, a priest sprinkled the blood 
of a sacrifice on the Mercy Seat as payment for the sins of the people.  

a) Get the symbolism here. The mercy seat was resting over the 
Ten Commandments –God’s Law which we cannot keep. Which 
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condemns us. How can we approach God? Via the blood that was 
shed for our forgiveness. 

b) At the time, neither Jonah nor anyone else understood that the 
blood of animals was not enough. It would take the blood of 
Christ. 

5. The point is – the temple and the Mercy Seat were speaking to the 
three big points Packer highlights. 

a) We are sinners 

b) We cannot save ourselves 

c) We are only able to be rescued via the very costly intervention 
of God. 

D. Jonah alludes to all of this in his prayer. He is drawing attention to the grace 
of God that lies at the center of God’s plan, our rescue and Jonah’s rescue. 

IX. The passage goes on. V6b: But you brought my life up from the pit, O LORD my 
God. When my life was ebbing away, I remembered you, LORD, and my prayer 
rose to you, to your holy temple.  

X. V.8: Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs.  

A. This is a verse worth meditating on. It sort of jumps out here. The point is, we 
need help so we better be sure that what we are trusting for help can help. This 
verse should lead us to ask, “What worthless idols am I clinging to?”  

B. In my devotions earlier this week I came to Psalm 115, and I was drawn to 
verses 3–8: 

1. Not to us, LORD, not to us but to your name be the glory, because 
of your love and faithfulness. 

2. Why do the nations say, “Where is their God?” Our God is in 
heaven; he does whatever pleases him. 

3. But their idols are silver and gold, made by human hands. They 
have mouths, but cannot speak, eyes, but cannot see. 

4. They have ears, but cannot hear, noses, but cannot smell. They 
have hands, but cannot feel, feet, but cannot walk, nor can they utter 
a sound with their throats. 

5. Those who make them will be like them, and so will all who trust 
in them. 
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C. The power of this passage seems to be that the idols have no power other than 
to make those who worship them like them!   (Which is true. We become like 
what we love). 

XI. But I, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you. What I have vowed I will 
make good. Salvation comes from the LORD.  

XII. As noted, this passage ends well. It appears as though Jonah has a bit of a 
breakthrough.  Stay tuned!  

XIII. Well, there are plenty of lessons for us here. 

A. Chapter two suggests that many times we have to smack into the wall before 
we stop and move in the other direction – that our broken heart has to be shown 
its sinfulness and impotence. It seldom can simply be told. 

B. I think that when we get to the end of the book we will see that: 

1. the real miracle doesn’t involve a fish, it involves repentance.  

2. And that repentance is hard, and often takes a while to catch. 

C. Let me end by being clear, you do not be like Jonah. If you are running from 
God, stop it.  If you think you can fix what ails you, grow up already.  Pay 
attention to what is going on in your heart. You need the mercy and grace of God.  

D. Cultivate a soft heart of ongoing repentance.  
 

 
1From Martin Luther King’s sermon “Loving Your Enemies” delivered November 17, 1957). 
 
2 These three points are first cited in Tim Keller’s book, Prodigal Prophet, p. 74-79. 

3 Packer makes some interesting points about how, when we combine therapy and technology, we 
end up with a bunch of religious rituals we think will help us change.  
 


