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“The Biggest Fish Story Ever Told”

Jonah 1:17—2:10

Men (in particular) who return from their fishing-expeditions are notorious for telling and comparing their “fish-stories” (it was this big . . .). Well, what we have here is: “the biggest fish story ever told” (“a whale of a tale,” you might say)—and yet, true.

Scripture & prayer.


Structurally, this section is artfully crafted. The opening and closing verses form a narrative frame around Jonah’s poetic prayer. And there is a certain sequence as well that parallels chapter 1: (1) crisis at sea, (2) prayer to God, (3) God’s deliverance, (4) sacrifice and vows. This little book is a literary masterpiece! But there is a preaching power here as well; and I want us to unwrap and drive home the message—that came to Jonah . . . and that comes to us.
I.
What God can do: the great fish. Three questions here:

A.
Fish or whale? As an aside: the Bible calls it “a great fish” (1:17). Commonly, we talk about “Jonah and the whale” (which is technically not a fish but a mammal). Realistically, however, it could have been either one; for from the ancients’ perspective, this was “some huge sea-creature”: a fearsome creature of the feared deep. But this living tomb (for that is what it surely was) was incredibly his carriage from death to life. The monster swallows him up—not to devour Jonah, but to deliver him (notice that Jonah’s prayer is a “thanksgiving psalm,” 2:9).

B.
Possible or impossible?



1.
This account of Jonah being swallowed by a great fish has been a source of scoffing for many over the years: as one more reason to laugh at the Scriptures. But, although such an event is highly improbable, it is also not impossible. 


2.
There is an account that dates back to 1891 (but, yes, whose credibility has been questioned), that a man aboard a British whaling vessel was swallowed alive by a sperm whale and presumed dead, only to be recovered 36 hours later, alive but unconscious, from the belly of the great beast that had been caught and was being cut up. Another account records instead a whale shark, from which a man was delivered alive, having been swallowed whole. 


3.
But the point is: miracle. We’re not supposed to look at this passage and get fixated on the fish: what kind it was, and if such a thing is fact or fable. What we are to see is a miracle of deliverance. His death was certain, His rescue impossible. And yet God did it. And God saved him through a means that would naturally destroy (hold that thought!). 

C.
Monster or model? One other thing: this great fish is not only Jonah’s vehicle for salvation; it is also Jonah’s model for obedience (a little hint of God’s sense of humor). God commanded Jonah to do His unpleasant bidding. And Jonah refused. But God “appoints” (1:17) this lower-life-form, this dumb beast, this monster-sushi to do His unpleasant bidding (three days of indigestion followed by vomiting—I mean, who likes to vomit?). He speaks to the fish, and the fish obeys (2:10).

(
So, what can God do? Anything He wants. Miracles are by no means outside His domain: He is God.
II.
What God should do: certain death. 

A.
This is what Jonah deserved. And he knew it.


1.
He had disobeyed a direct order, from “the God of heaven” (1:9). And he knew his life was forfeit. He knew that “it was because of me that this great tempest has come upon you” (1:12). It was a tempest of God’s wrath and Jonah’s guilt. And when he submitted to the sea, he knew that he was bearing that wrath and guilt. He was as good as dead.


2.
And when the nether-monster swallows him, he does not know he’s not a meal. Out of the belly of the fish, he cries out to God (2:1). But he calls it “the belly of Sheol” (2:2). For Jonah, the belly of this beast is the belly of death itself—the underworld, the grave. This was his certain doom, and from God’s hand. He says, “You cast me into the deep” (2:3). He recognizes that what the sailors did was simply fulfilling God’s justice and will. And then he sinks down, down.



3.
Have you ever felt like you were drowning? Or have you ever gone so far under the water that you didn’t know if you would ever make it up (like when I—foolishly—jumped off a very high bridge that spanned a lake)? Here, it is much, much worse: the deep surrounds him; the seaweed binds him; the bars of the underworld at the bottom of the sea (2:5-6): no hope, no escape.

B.
And this is what we all deserve. For we all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God; and the wages of sin—what sin justly deserves—is death, separation from God, forever (Rom 3:23; 6:23). We get little reminders of this when we are children, when we get a spanking or are told: “Go to your room!” There is pain and there is separation—that we deserve for hitting our sibling, or telling a lie, or (you name it). And when we grow up, our crimes tend to grow up with us (our understanding deeper, their consequences worse). And so, we all rightly, intuitively know (if we truly look at our hearts), that what we deserve is not God’s embrace but His: “Depart from Me!” This is what Jonah laments: “I am driven from Your sight” (2:4).

(
So, what should God do? Destroy us all. That is what we all deserve; for we are all miserable sinners (all too much like Jonah—one of the “good guys,” but with a judgmental heart and a rebellious bent).
III.
What God does do: salvation by grace. In Jonah’s closing cry: “Salvation belongs to Yahweh!” (2:9b), he learns an important lesson on grace (okay, only half-learns it, as we’ll see): salvation is wholly His, and wholly undeserved.

A.
Salvation is wholly His. Three things about this cry of “Salvation belongs to Yahweh!”:


1.
He is a Savior: that is His heart (let us not miss this). “God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through Him” (Jn 3:17). If we ever become too happy to condemn and too reluctant to forgive, then we have strayed far from the heart of God.



2.
He is the Savior (i.e., the only one). All other pretenders are (literally, 2:8) “empty nothings,” and those who hold to them “abandon grace.” This is how we must come to view all other so-called “paths” to salvation—whether religion or morality. There is no hope there. Remember, Yahweh is that covenant name for God that leads us directly to Jesus (who is Himself “Yahweh saves” in the flesh: it is the meaning of His name; it is His identity, His mission). As Jesus said: “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life. No one comes to the Father except through Me” (Jn 14:6).



3.
Salvation in His prerogative (His authority, His domain). He saves whom He will. And not the self-righteous, those confident in their own goodness; but those who know they are sinners, who need a Savior . . . and they find that salvation in Him. This is the place to which Jonah was brought, and the place from which he confessed.

B.
And salvation is wholly undeserved.



1.
Jonah experienced this undeserved deliverance from a certain and deserving death, to prepare him for the undeserved deliverance of Nineveh from their threatened and deserving death. Though it did not “sink” in (ironically), this was God’s way of driving home to him (and to us) that “it is by grace you have been saved through faith; and this not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not of works, so that no one can boast” (Eph 2:8-9). This equals out the playing field. None of us “stands” before God. God loves us, “while we are still sinners” (Rom 5:8). And God loves not only “us”; God so loved “the world” (Jn 3:16).


2.
So then, do you understand that you have been saved completely by God’s grace, that you have no standing before Him, regardless of who you are, how good you are, how much better you are than all those other sinners out there? If God so saved you (has He?), then let us show that same grace to others, to all others that God places before us.


C.
Jonah & Jesus. We mustn’t leave this passage, again, without noting our Lord’s own use of this event: for, in His mind, Jonah’s descent and rescue is the template for His death and resurrection. And thus also, our salvation by grace is through the death and resurrection of Christ. 


1.
Jesus was asked by the religious leaders of His day for “a sign from Him” (similar to how we in our skepticism like to ask for a sign from God . . . hmm). Jesus answers: “No sign will be given except the sign of the prophet Jonah. For just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish [khvtou"; KJV, “whale”], so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” (Mt 12:38-40).



2.
Thus, “the sign from God” that we are to see is nothing less than the death and resurrection of Christ. This is the sign for us to see, and for us to reckon with. For this is where we are brought face to face with our salvation so desperately needed, our salvation so wholly undeserved; our salvation given freely to us, but supremely costly to Him.


(
So, what does God do? He offers us all what none of us deserve. Salvation by grace, through the death and resurrection of Christ!

Thus, Jonah preaches powerfully to us all, of all ages, in all times. For it is the timeless and ageless message. What can God do? Anything. What should God do? My death for my sins. What does God do? Salvation by grace, through Jesus. Let us turn and embrace this grace. 

