Bible Studies

Jonah (1)

The Runaway Prophet

Jonah 1:1-10

Introduction


The book of Jonah is an amazing book! The fish story is the favorite among people, although many don’t believe that it really happened. That’s not the most important lesson in this book. The Book of Jonah gives us a wonderful picture of the character of God and His dealings with men. Jonah was a prophet of God who lived during the reign of Jeroboam II, king of Israel, from 793-753 BC. Jonah was from Gath Hepher in Zebulun. II Kings 14:25 The name Jonah means “dove”. This is interesting because the Holy Spirit came on Jesus at His baptism “like a dove”. Matt. 3:16 This doesn’t mean that the Holy Spirit looked like a dove, but that He settled down on Jesus like a dove settles down on his owner’s shoulder. Ever since, we have used a dove as a symbol for the Holy Spirit. It almost seems that God called His “dove” or messenger Jonah to settle down on the people of Nineveh to warn them about His judgment.

Read Jonah 1:1-2

I. God’s call

A. The Minor Prophets - Hosea through Malachi - are called minor, not because they are less important than other books in the Bible but because they are shorter in length than what are called the Major Prophets – Isaiah through Daniel. As we read these Minor Prophets we find frightening prophecies against Israel, Judah, and the surrounding nations. Then we come to Jonah! It is a book that tells of the marvelous grace of our loving God toward individuals. First, He extends His grace and love to His disobedient and rebellious servant. Then, He reaches out to a group of unknown and seemingly unimportant sailors. Finally, He graciously forgives a city full of the cruelest and most hated and feared people of the time. It is a picture as well of God’s very personal involvement in the affairs of men. He is not some faraway god, unreachable and uncaring. He proves to be the ever-present God who uses a storm, a fish, a vine, a hot wind to accomplish His will and save and transform people’s lives. Psa. 46:1; Deut. 4:7
B.
The story begins with God speaking. That’s how creation began, and how everything of any value begins. God tells Jonah to “Go”! This is what Jesus has told us. Mark 16:15 Why did Jonah have to go and why do we have to go? 

1.) We have to go because God is sending us as He sent Jonah. That’s really all we need to know. John 20:21

2.) We have to go because today, as in Jonah’s time, the wickedness of man is great, and it has come up before our God in heaven.

3.) We have to go because God is not willing that any should perish. He desires all men to come to repentance. II Pet. 3:9
Jonah certainly agreed with God’s view of the Assyrians of Nineveh. He knew that their wickedness was great. In fact, they were a serious threat to God’s people in Israel. But to know that people are sinners and need God is one thing. The desire and willingness to help them is quite another!

B. I think that Jonah actively hated the Assyrians. They were Gentiles. They were cruel. They were heartless. It was the Assyrians who later conquered Jonah’s country of Israel. Jonah thought that, if anything, God should just wipe them off the face of the earth. Actually, God did do that around 100 years later in 612 BC. Nahum, who prophesied after Jonah, told of how God would destroy the Ninevites. Nahum 2:1,13; 3:19 But God in His love and mercy first gave the people of Nineveh a chance to repent. At least one generation of Assyrians came to know God, and possibly more than one. 5 generations later the Ninevites had to be destroyed because of their wickedness. But God loves individuals, and if only one generation of Ninevites was saved, it was worth all the effort.

Read Jonah 1:3-5

II. Jonah’s choice

A. The need of the people was obvious. The call of God was clear. Jonah was to preach against the city of Nineveh! God’s message to them was not, “God loves you.” It was “Repent or be destroyed!” John the Baptist and Jesus also preached a message of repentance. Matt. 3:1-2; 4:17 Unfortunately, today not many pastors are preaching repentance because it isn’t a popular message. Now Jonah had only 2 choices: to go to Nineveh in obedience to God’s call or to runaway in rebellion and disobedience. We have the same 2 choices today. So Jonah did something that actually is impossible. David knew by experience that to run away from God is impossible. That’s why he wrote in Psalm 139:7-8; “Where can I go from Your Spirit?” David mentions places like heaven and hell and the far side of the sea. We can try to run there, but along the way we will still be in the Lord’s presence, and when we get there, He will be there ahead of us!

B. Jonah ran away from the Lord, no doubt thinking that since He is the God of Israel, if you get far from Israel you can escape Him. How foolish! Jonah wanted to go to the farthest place he knew, which was Tarshish - probably Spain. So he went to Joppa, a seacoast town, to catch a boat to Tarshish. The reason? He wanted to “flee from the Lord”. It’s a temptation to try to run away from God and His call to service, but it never works. I guess some get away from God for awhile, but God doesn’t give up on them. (Illus: My father heard the call of God to be a pastor when he was at Yale University. But instead he went to work with his father and married my mother. He spent 17 years away from God. Then my mother left us and God used that to bring my father to repentance. Then He used my Dad to bring my brother and me to Christ.) In Jonah’s case, it was not just Jonah who was at stake. The whole Assyrian nation was in the balance.

III. God’s choice

A. When we run away from God’s call to us we also run away from His blessings! But the Lord has ways to reach us wherever we are. Jonah was in the ship, gliding along on the sea, satisfied that he had left the Lord and his assigned task behind. Bu the Lord was traveling with him. To get the attention of Jonah – and also the sailors on the ship – the Lord sent a violent storm and great wind. It was so violent that it looked like the ship might break up into pieces in the sea. The sailors who knew the sea understood the great danger. They did all they could do in the situation to solve the problem. First, each of them cried out to his own god, pleading for help and mercy. Second, they threw their precious cargo into the sea. The cargo was the reason for this trip! They had to earn their money by selling it. But their only hope of survival was to lighten the ship so it wouldn’t be swamped.

B. The sailors were trying to solve the problem spiritually and materially. Their “gods” whom they worshiped were powerless. This storm was from the Lord God before whom they could do nothing. Even their sacrifice of material things didn’t solve the problem. They are a good example of all those who try to work their own way to peace and heaven. The amazing thing is that during this entire hullabaloo outside with the violent storm, the wind, the shouts of the sailors to their gods, and the throwing overboard of their goods, Jonah was below deck in a deep sleep. This sounds like the sleep of the enemy who doesn’t want us to be aware of the situation or to help in the battle. No wonder the Lord tells us to wake up and strengthen what remains! Rev. 3:2

Read Jonah 1:6-10

IV. Jonah’s embarrassing moment

A. It took the unbelieving captain to wake up God’s prophet to the danger. His question, “How can you sleep?” is embarrassing not only for Jonah, but for us as well. Are we sleeping at our watch post in this time of extreme danger for our relatives and friends? The world is perishing! The second word from the captain to Jonah is even more shameful. “Get up and call on your God!” Do unbelievers have to call us to prayer? But this was a problem for Jonah. How could he call on the God he was running away from? Could he ask God to save him from this very judgment that he had chosen by his disobedience? How often do we get into trouble because of our sin, and then call out to God to save us? And yet God did save Jonah by sending his own private fish-submarine. 

B. Disobedience bears a heavy penalty, especially in the lives of those that really know the Lord and have pledged to follow Him. But the God of grace is amazingly merciful even in those situations. The sailors came to the conclusion that somebody on board was responsible for the calamity – having angered his god or something. They decided to solve the problem the only way they knew how – by casting lots to find out who was the guilty one. Now the Lord put His finger on Jonah through the casting of lots. If he was unwilling to be truthful and own up to his rebellion, the Lord would help him through the pagan sailors. 

V.
Who are you?

A. When the lot fell on Jonah, they asked him a bunch of questions: “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?” Jonah answered with only 2 responses. One was about his identity and the other about the identity of his God. When he told them he was a Hebrew, they all knew that he must be from Israel where the Hebrews lived. Next Jonah identified his God by saying, “I worship the Lord, the God of heaven who made the sea and the land.” He wanted them to know that his God was the One above all others – the God of heaven – and that He is the Creator of all there is, including the raging sea about to devour them. 

B. Now the sailors were terrified. They had brains enough to know that it was a very dangerous thing to be in the hands of the Almighty God of heaven and earth. . Evidently Jonah had already told them that he was trying to run away from the Almighty God. They must have wondered at his foolishness. Anyone knows that you can’t run away from a God like that! If only Jonah was not in rebellion against the Lord, he could have led these men to faith in his God. We lose our testimony before others when we are living in disobedience to our God. Their next question was: “What have you done?” The scripture doesn’t tell us Jonah’s answer. I’m sure they thought he was a murderer or something terrible. Remember the shipwreck that Paul was in? The people decided he was a murderer because a snake came out of the fire to bite him. Acts 28:3-4

Conclusion


How many people do we endanger when we are living in disobedience to the Lord? We will never know. But the danger is great. When Christ called us to be salt and light, He did it because He needs us to help prevent decay and to give light to this dark world. Matt. 5:14-16 What happens if we lose our saltiness? We are good for nothing. Salt has to be salty to give flavor to food and to keep it from spoiling. If a light is hidden it can’t show the way. Jonah had lost his testimony, like unsalty salt or a lamp under a bowl. He not only endangered his own life, but the lives of the sailors and of the Ninevites as well. We demonstrate our love to God and others by the way we obey what He tells us. John 15:9-10 It’s dangerous for others and us if we do not remain in His love.
