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Jonah 1:15-17

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 (NRSV).

While the prophetic books in the Old Testament focus on the proclaimed message, the
book of Jonah is unique because its primary focus is on the prophet himself. It is a narrative of
his rebellion, his deliverance, and his deep-seated struggle with God’s mercy. The timing of
Jonah’s journey to Nineveh is highly significant. At this time, the Assyrian Empire was
incredibly powerful, ruling a vast amount of territory and controlling the ancient Near East.
Crucially, Assyria had not yet destroyed Israel, making the geopolitics of this mission fraught
with tension.

To understand the modern relevance of this text, consider a contemporary story of two
men on an airplane flight. A believer began sharing his testimony, prompting the other man to
scoff, "You don't really believe all that stuff, do you?" The believer responded, "I believe in a
higher power." The skeptic pressed further, asking, "Well, what about all the miracles?" The
believer simply replied, "Nothing is impossible for God." Unsatisfied, the skeptic asked, "How
did Jonah survive being swallowed by a big fish?" The believer thought for a moment and said,
"I don't know. When I get to heaven, I’ll ask him." The skeptic smiled triumphantly and asked,
"What if when you get to heaven, he’s not there?" The believer looked at him and replied, "Then
you ask him."

We are all familiar with the story of Jonah, but the big fish often gets all the attention
when the real lesson is actually about showing mercy toward our enemies. The narrative begins
when God commands Jonah to go to Nineveh, the capital of the Assyrian Empire, and preach
against its wickedness. Because the Assyrians were ruthless enemies of Israel, Jonah decides to
run in the opposite direction instead of obeying God. He boards a ship heading west, but God
sends a massive storm that threatens to break the vessel apart. The sailors quickly realize the
storm is supernatural and cast lots to find out who is responsible. When the lot falls on Jonah, he
admits he is fleeing from God. To calm the sea, he tells the sailors to throw him overboard, and
the moment they do, the storm immediately stops. God then provides a great fish to swallow
Jonah. Inside the fish, Jonah prays, acknowledges his rescue from drowning, and commits to
fulfilling his vow. After a three-day journey, the fish spits Jonah out onto dry land.

God commands Jonah a second time to go to Nineveh, and this time, Jonah obeys. He
walks through the city, preaching a simple, blunt message: "Forty more days and Nineveh will be
overthrown." Remarkably, the message works. The King declares a fast, the citizens repent of
their violence, and God demonstrates mercy by choosing not to destroy the city. However, Jonah
becomes furious that God spared his enemies; he simply did not want God's mercy extended to
them. Jonah's problem was not basic reluctance or fear. His struggle stemmed from being sent to
preach repentance and mercy to the very nation that would become Israel's greatest enemy.

The biblical lesson here is one of representation and contrast. Israel shared the exact same
attitude and opinions as Jonah, refusing to see God's mercy extended to their enemies.
Furthermore, the response of the people of Nineveh stands in stark contrast to Israel. The
Ninevites listened to God’s warning and repented, whereas Israel routinely ignored prophetic



warnings. The ultimate lesson is that God's grace and salvation are not exclusive to one nation;
they are extended to outsiders who choose to turn away from evil and repent.

The airplane story demonstrates a major modern hurdle: people frequently trip up over
the mechanics of a miracle and overlook the message behind it. Jonah’s story isn’t about the big
fish. It is about the fact that God loved Jonah’s enemies. The Assyrians weren't just political
rivals; they were brutal, ruthless, and famous for torturing captives. They posed a threat to
everything Jonah held dear, yet God told Jonah to go directly to the people that Jonah wanted
destroyed. We do the exact same thing today. We live in a highly polarized culture where it is
easy to draw sharp lines between "us" and "them." Whenever we refuse to show grace, empathy,
or kindness to those we deem "unworthy," we are trying to escape God’s mercy for others, acting
as if we can hoard it for ourselves. The tragedy of the story lies in the contrast: the pagan sailors
sought God and the brutal Ninevites repented, while the prophet remained bitter. Jonah's attitude
represented all of Israel, who continuously rejected God's messengers.

God pursued Jonah across the sea, He pursued the pagan sailors on the ship, He pursued
an entire city of wicked people, and God still pursues the people that we may have written off
today. The story of Jonah ends abruptly with a challenge for Jonah’s heart, mind, soul, and
attitude. God asks: "Should I not be concerned about Nineveh?" Jonah has no answer. God has
challenging questions for us today, and we must be prepared to answer when our time comes.
Examine your heart and your attitudes. Is there anyone you hope God judges rather than saves?
If so, you are sitting exactly where Jonah sat. When God asks you about your attitudes and
opinions, what will your answer be?



