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“The Perfect Storm”

Jonah 1:1-16


As we move from the book of 1 Corinthians, whose theme message was “love and the gospel,” and into 2 Corinthians, we will do so by way of a detour through the little book of Jonah. This is to drive home the message and our responsibility; for its theme message is likewise “love and the gospel.”

Scripture & prayer.


In these opening verses (1:1-3) we are introduced to something quite remarkable, in that it is all alone, and something that should never be: and that is “a disobedient prophet.” If there is anyone in this world who should be obedient to God, it is His prophet. And most of God’s prophets suffered terribly in order to speak the word of God. And yet, God’s word still comes to us—through this one’s disobedience; for he is a little too much like all of us. (One note: the label rendered “the Lord” in our English versions is really the covenant name of God: Yahweh.)
I.
Jonah the Disobedient (1:1-3).

A.
Setting. It is important, as we begin, to notice the setting out of which this (true) tale arises. For if we do not see it, we will miss much of the “weight” of what’s going on—both for Jonah, and for us.


1.
By the name “Jonah the son of Amittai” (1:1), we are cast back to the prior, and only other, obscure little mention of his name (2 Kgs 14:25). There we see that he prophesied during the reign of Jeroboam II (800 years before Christ). Politically, he was the greatest king since Solomon, whose borders were happily expanded by the word of God . . . and this, through none other than Jonah. And yet, Jeroboam was a wicked king. And so judgment was also promised by the word of God . . . and this, through none other than Assyria (cf. Hos 11:5).



2.
Now, Nineveh was the (sometime) capital of the Assyrian empire (in Northern Iraq). And the Assyrians were the hated and violent enemies of God’s people—and who were soon to deport them into exile! They were notorious in the ANE for their cruelty in war; their bloody, merciless, and immoral behavior (cf. Nah 3:1-7). 


3.
And yet, what does Jonah know? Notice the theme verse of this little book (4:2b). You see, with every call of judgment there is the potential for mercy; for with repentance comes forgiveness. And that was Jonah’s “offense.” He didn’t want that possibility, only judgment. And yet, as he finds out, his own heart and life is deserving of judgment; but God shows him mercy (cf. Jn 3:16, in which “the world” stands as a rough equivalent to “Nineveh” by impact and import: for it is the world in opposition to God).


4.
So Jonah disobeyed, and disobeyed as “good” as he could, as direct opposite as he could go. This is starkly illustrated in the contrast between verses 2 and 3.



a.
“Arise . . . go . . . to Nineveh . . . before Me” (1:2). “He rose . . . to flee . . . to Tarshish . . . from the presence of Yahweh” (1:3a). By the way, this is the first of three such stated indications of Jonah’s intent (1:3b, 10): to run away from God (i.e., to run away from doing what God wanted him to do).



b.
He was told to go far east (to Nineveh), so he goes far, far west (toward Tarshish, probably coastal Spain). He is told to go by land, so he goes by sea. He is told that Nineveh’s sin is (literally) “in My presence,” so he flees from that “presence” to the one place “outside” of His domain—the open sea (and yet, as he must admit, God is still God there).



c.
Interestingly as well, in his disobedience he runs from “their evil” (1:2) that was so horrid, and yet in so doing he himself brings the “evil” of certain death upon others (1:7-8). What we do—for obedience or disobedience—affects others.


B.
Application.



1.
Who are the Assyrians to us today? Look around and label them. Who are those whom we would rather avoid, to whom God shouldn’t show mercy, and to whom we shouldn’t show mercy? We must seriously consider the call to reach out to those whom we seriously dislike or dislike us, but who need to hear the word of God . . . through us: which is ultimately His message of mercy, if we will but turn from our sin and turn to Him (i.e., repentance and faith).




a.
This might be something as simple as: “If your enemy is hungry, feed him” (Rom 12:20), or: “If you see the donkey of one who hates you fallen down, then help it up” (Ex 23:5; i.e., if you see his car in the ditch or broken down on the side of the road). 




b.
Or it might be the bad girl or bully or weirdo at school; or it might be the Muslim or atheist, the homosexual or the bigot; the grumpy neighbor or the unwed mother; or it might even be your own family! Who is the “Assyrian” to you?



c.
Israel was supposed to be a “blessing for all nations” (Gen 12:3), a “light for the Gentiles” (Isa 49:6), but they “hid it under a bushel”—no! (cf. children’s song). As Jesus tells us: this is the same light we are to shine (cf. Mt 5:14-16). So, what about us—are we shining or hiding?



d.
Jonah’s loyalties, it is apparent, were a bit more (!) on “the kingdom of his own comfortable world” than on the kingdom of God. And are ours? (cf. 1 Jn 2:15-17, “the desires of the flesh, the eyes, and the pride of possessions”).


2.
And this call for an uncomfortable obedience, an obedience we don’t want and don’t like, can also be looked at in the spiritual realm as well: the issue of sin.



a.
Is there a command to obey that we struggle against, and go our own way, rather than obey God? What is that sin-struggle for you? 



b.
Know that, if you are His, the end will always be the same: you cannot successfully run from God. He is that “Hound of Heaven” (always pursuing; always close at your heels). And He is always there, first (cf. Ps 139:7-10, “Where shall I flee from Your presence? Even the uttermost parts of the sea . . . You are there!”). 




c.
So, what sin-struggle do you need to face up to, “in God’s presence” (for you can never escape Him)? Is it an issue of the heart, or of the mouth, or of a relationship?
II.
Jonah the Half-Obedient (1:4-16).

A.
Storm.


1.
This account of the great storm is a master-work of literature—simple and yet powerful, marked by the repetition of key terms that heighten the drama. Of notable example:



a.
Hurl. First, Yahweh “hurls” the storm on the sea (1:4). God is really the main actor in this story (as we see even from the theme in 4:2b—the sovereign Lord of love and mercy). Then the sailors “hurl” the cargo overboard to save the ship and save their lives (1:5). At the end of all hope, Jonah tells them to “hurl” him overboard (1:12), and so they “hurl” him into the sea and the tempest stops (1:15).



b.
Tempest. First, Yahweh causes the “tempest” (1:4). And when Jonah is found out, the “tempest” gets even stronger (1:11), for it is a “tempest” of wrath and guilt (1:12). And when they try to fight it, the “tempest” only increases (1:13). There is nothing so frightening in the ancient mind than the raging open sea (a terrible fear even still!). And to them, the gods were all local; the sea uncontrollable. And yet here, Yahweh, the covenant God of Israel and yet God for the Gentiles as well, is also Lord of the Sea. And as they rowed hard against it (a good reminder): you can fight, but you cannot win, against God.



c.
Fear. First, the sailors are “afraid” of the storm (1:5; and that would be some storm, then!). A few years back, a movie came out called “The Perfect Storm”: even with seasoned fishermen, there was no escape, and all died (how depressing!). This, as these seasoned sailors recognize, is “the perfect storm”; and they are rightly afraid. And when Jonah says he “fears” (i.e., serves or worships) Yahweh (1:9), they are even more “afraid” (1:10); but after the storm calms, they turn to “fear” (i.e., serve or worship) Yahweh (1:16).


2.
And so, in the midst of this storm, the call goes out—even to Jonah (as an echo of his initial call by God): “Arise, call out to your God!” (1:6). But what will he do at this point: in the midst of his horrid disobedience, and almost assured drowning, caught in the teeth of that relentless Hound? Turn and go back to his stupor-sleep? No, even for him, at this place of shame and certain death, he steps up and witnesses to the truth. Even now, for him—at last—it is the moment to testify: “I fear Yahweh, the God of heaven (1:9). Cast me into the sea, and you will be saved.” And they do, and Jonah sinks, down . . . down. That is all they know, when the tempest calms. And you know what happens? The gospel: they turn from the worship of false gods to the True God (1:16).

B.
Application. So then, it is never too late to obey, never too late to turn. Though you have run far, far away, it is never too far from God, never too late to witness of God’s truth and grace. While there is life, there is hope. While there is breath in your lungs and blood in your veins, there is the opportunity for repentance and obedience, to stand up for God and say, “Yes, Lord”; to stand up for God in your home, in your school, at your work, with your friends. So, where are you, now? Even now, turn; it’s never too late to do the right thing. The gospel word can still do its work.
III.
Jonah and the Obedient One. I don’t want us to leave this passage without taking us to where our Lord Himself takes us: the “sign” of Jonah—that is, Jonah points to Him, in His death and resurrection (we’ll see more of this in the next two weeks). As Jesus Himself tells us, the OT Scriptures direct us to Him. We see this even here—both in how Jonah contrasts with Christ, and as he points us to Christ.

A.
Contrast. The contrast is clear, when you compare this account with that of our Lord in the storm on the Sea of Galilee. Whereas Jonah rebelled against God’s will, went to sleep in the belly of the boat in the middle of the storm, and was powerless over the storm; Christ submitted to God’s will, went to sleep in the belly of the boat in the middle of the storm, and calmed the sea with His simple word: “Peace, be still!” And it is said of His own disciples: “they were filled with great fear” (cf. Mk 4:35-41). For He who is lord of the storm is Lord of Heaven and Earth. And we are right to worship Him.

B.
Type. The marker to Christ comes out in verses 11-12. What will satisfy Yahweh’s wrath? The death of the guilty party (cf. Rom 6:23a). And here, the guilty party gives his life that he might save the others. This foreshadows Christ, who died as our substitute, to satisfy God’s just wrath for our sin (our disobedience and rebellion), so that we might live. And thus our remedy as well is to plead to God to spare us for His life (1:14).

We, too, have been given God’s Word to obey (hold up Bible); and it’s never too late too obey. Just like Jonah, we have been given the message of God’s grace: of pardon for the repentant, of not only judgment but hope for horrible sinners (aren’t we all, if we honestly examine our hearts?). What will we do with it? And just like Jonah, we are the agents of God’s mercy. How will we live it? What will the world see (again, cf. 4:2b), of God’s heart, through us?
