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CFCW- 11/16/2014 
 

“A Sinful Prophet and a Sovereign Savior” 
(Jonah 1) 

 
Introduction 
 
 When I lived in Washington DC, I used to enjoy visiting the museums that line the national Mall.  
Among my favorites are the National Museum of American History and the Air and Space Museum.  But 
of all the museums in Washington DC, the one that affects me the most is the Holocaust museum.  In 
the Holocaust Museum, a story of unspeakable oppression is told.  Nazi Germany, in the fever of global 
war, perpetrated one of the most shocking crimes against humanity ever witnessed.  Through its 
program of mass genocide more than six million Jews were killed.  Nazi Germany was a stunningly evil 
society.  And the story of the Holocaust is one we must never forget. 
 While it is challenging to start a sermon by thinking about the Holocaust, I think the evil of Nazi 
German helps us understand something about the book we will be studying over the next few weeks.  
Today, we are beginning a study of the OT book of Jonah.  In the book of Jonah, Jonah, the prophet of 
Israel, is commanded to go to Nineveh and preach against it.   
 
Jonah 1:1-2-“Now the word of the LORD came to Jonah the son of Amittai, saying, 2 “Arise, go to Nineveh, 
that great city, and call out against it, for their evil has come up before me.” 
 

Commentator James Montgomery Boice gave an illustration of what this would have been like 
for Jonah: Imagine “the word of the Lord coming to a Jew who lived in New York during World War II, 
telling him to go to Berlin to preach to Nazi Germany.”1  That is something of the dilemma Jonah faced 
when God came to him and told him to go preach against Nineveh, a great city of the Assyrian Empire.  
This is because the Assyrian Empire was one of the most violent societies of all times.  The Assyrians 
were noted for the cruel ways they put their enemies to death.  They would literally pile up the skulls of 
their victims.  Assyria was also an aggressive society swallowing up some kingdoms and demanding 
tribute from others.  Assyria was a constant threat to her neighbors, including Israel.  Assyria was the 
enemy of Israel. 

Why would the God of Israel come to a prophet of Israel and tell him to go preach to the 
Assyrians?  That is the question that the book of Jonah answers.   

 
Background on Jonah 
 
 The book of Jonah is fifth of a collection of twelve books in the OT which together are called the 
Minor Prophets.  The Minor Prophets do not get their name because their writing is less important than 
other OT prophetic books.  Rather, the Minor Prophets are called “minor” because they are shorter in 
length than the Major Prophets, which include books such as Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel. 
 If you have read through the Minor Prophets, you know that Jonah is unique.  Most of the 
books in the Minor Prophets contain oracles of judgment and blessing from God.  In the other eleven 
Minor Prophetic books, God is basically speaking directly to His people, calling them out for their sin and 
telling them that they need to repent or they will face His judgment.  But even in the midst of these 
warnings from God, throughout the Minor Prophets, you see God give promises of the blessing and 
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restoration that will come to Israel in the “latter days” (Hos. 3:5; Mic. 4:1).  God is a God who in wrath 
remembers mercy (Hab. 3:2).  Even though they will face His judgment, God will be merciful to His 
people.  Most especially, God will bring comfort to His people through the Messiah Jesus Christ.   
 But when you study the book of Jonah, you see that it is different.  Instead of being a book of 
oracles and declarations, Jonah is a historical narrative.  In other words, the book of Jonah is a 
historical recounting of God’s dealings with one particular prophet named Jonah.  Jonah prophesied in 
the Northern Kingdom of Israel during the reign of Jeroboam II (2 Kings 14:25-26), who ruled in the 
eighth century BC.  Jonah is real history.  In the book, Jonah’s attitude towards his enemies, the 
Assyrians, is representative of the attitude of the people of Israel, who despised the peoples of other 
nations and did not want God to be gracious to them.2   As the book unfolds, we will see that God 
stands in contrast to Jonah.  In Jonah, God is still speaking to His people, but He uses these events in the 
life of Jonah to teach His people about His gracious purposes.   The purpose of the book of Jonah is to 
reveal the compassion of God for ALL NATIONS and to make us reflect on our own hearts so that we 
will have compassion for all who do not know God and His glorious salvation.  This morning we will be 
studying Jonah chapter 1. 
 
MIM: Jonah teaches us about our sin and our need of a Savior. 
 
This morning we are going to learn five truths about sin: 
-Sin is rebellion against God. 
-Sin blinds us to the evil of our own actions. 
-Sin is evidence that we do not fear God. 
-Sin hinders our fellowship with God. 
-Sin deserves death. 
 
Exposition of Jonah 1 
 
Jonah 1:1-3 –“Now the word of the LORD came to Jonah the son of Amittai, saying, 2 “Arise, go to 
Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it, for their evil has come up before me.” 3 But Jonah rose 
to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the LORD. He went down to Joppa and found a ship going to 
Tarshish. So he paid the fare and went down into it, to go with them to Tarshish, away from the 
presence of the LORD.”  
 
 Here we see that “the word of the Lord” came to Jonah.  “The word of the Lord coming” is really 
OT shorthand for God coming to a prophet with a message that the prophet is to deliver on God’s behalf 
(cf. Gen 15:1; 1 Sam. 3:1).  But what is striking about this message is that it is not for the prophet himself 
or for God’s people.  Instead, the message was for the Assyrians of Nineveh, who were the enemies of 
God’s people.  Clearly the message was one of judgment.  But in a surprising turn of events, for the first 
time in the OT a prophet refused to deliver the message.  Instead of going to Nineveh, Jonah departed 
from Israel on a boat heading to Tarshish.  Many commentators believe that Tarshish was a city then 
known as Tartessos in Spain.3  The point is that Tarshish was in the opposite direction from Nineveh.  
Jonah is fleeing the “presence of the Lord,” going as far as humanly possible in the opposite direction 
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from Nineveh.  In Jonah’s mind, if God is going to get His message to Nineveh, He will have to use 
someone else.  But God is not so easily thwarted… 
 
Jonah 1:1-4- “But the LORD hurled a great wind upon the sea, and there was a mighty tempest on the 
sea, so that the ship threatened to break up. 5 Then the mariners were afraid, and each cried out to 
his god. And they hurled the cargo that was in the ship into the sea to lighten it for them. But Jonah 
had gone down into the inner part of the ship and had lain down and was fast asleep.” 
 
 This is a classic case of chastening in the OT, where God deals with his wayward child, Jonah.  

The word “hurled” (Hb. יל ִ֤  hetil) in 1:4 is elsewhere used of Saul when he “hurled” his spear at David ;ֵהט 

intending to pen him to the wall (1 Sam. 18:11).  The Lord was aiming to stop Jonah dead in his tracks.  
And the storm He sent was so violent that the experienced sailors, who were probably Phoenicians, 
thought that their boat was doomed and so in a desperate act, they jettisoned their valuable cargo in an 
attempt to lighten the boat and give themselves a better chance of surviving the storm.  At the same 
time, they were all crying out to their gods hoping that some god somewhere would pay attention and 
help them.  But no one did. (“but there was no voice. No one answered; no one paid attention” (1 Kings 
18:29b)).  Curiously, Jonah is in inner part of the ship, fast asleep.  Perhaps he was overcome by the 
violent tossing of the storm or perhaps not everyone who is sinning against God suffers from a troubled 
conscience.4   
 
Jonah 1:6-7- “So the captain came and said to him, “What do you mean, you sleeper? Arise, call out to 
your god! Perhaps the god will give a thought to us, that we may not perish.” 7 And they said to one 
another, “Come, let us cast lots, that we may know on whose account this evil has come upon us.” So 
they cast lots, and the lot fell on Jonah.” 
 
 The captain of the ship came down into the cargo hold to get items to throw overboard and 
discovered to his great annoyance that Jonah was fast asleep.  So he told Jonah to pray to his god, 
thinking that perhaps the god this foreigner worshipped might help.  But curiously, Jonah didn’t pray.  
After trying every other way of help, the sailors in 1:7 decided that they were being punished because of 
the crime of someone among them.  They cast lots (like rolling dice or pulling straws) to discover the 
guilty party.  Not surprisingly, the “the lot fell on Jonah.”   
 
 Jonah 1:8-10- “Then they said to him, “Tell us on whose account this evil has come upon us. What is 
your occupation? And where do you come from? What is your country? And of what people are you?” 
9 And he said to them, “I am a Hebrew, and I fear the LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and 
the dry land.” 10 Then the men were exceedingly afraid and said to him, “What is this that you have 
done!” For the men knew that he was fleeing from the presence of the LORD, because he had told 
them.”  
 
 After the lot falls on Jonah, the sailors peppered Jonah with questions, asking him who he was 
and what he did for a living and why was he on the boat.  Then Jonah answered their questions 
explaining that he was a Hebrew.  “Hebrew” was the name that the people of others nations used of the 
people of Israel and Judah (cf. Exod. 3:18; 1 Sam. 4:6).  Then Jonah said “I fear the LORD (Yahweh, 
Jehovah), the God of heaven, who made the sea and dry land” (1:9).  After Jonah explained that he was 
running away from the “presence of the Lord” the sailors were terrified.  The Hebrew literally says, “they 
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feared a great fear.”  We are intended to see a contrast here.  Jonah claimed to “fear” (worship) God 
but he was intentionally disobeying God.  But these pagan sailors are terrified and amazed that Jonah 
would do so blatantly disobey God.  These pagan sailors showed a reverence for God that Jonah lacked. 
     
Jonah 1:11-13- “Then they said to him, “What shall we do to you, that the sea may quiet down for us?” 
For the sea grew more and more tempestuous. 12 He said to them, “Pick me up and hurl me into the 
sea; then the sea will quiet down for you, for I know it is because of me that this great tempest has 
come upon you.” 13 Nevertheless, the men rowed hard to get back to dry land, but they could not, for 
the sea grew more and more tempestuous against them.”  
 
 Understanding that Jonah was both a prophet of God and the cause of their problems they 
asked him what they should do.  Jonah understood his guilt before God, and to his credit, was willing to 
face the consequences.  He knew God was out for him and so he told them to throw him into the sea.  
Jonah knew this meant death and so did the sailors.  Even after this, they tried desperately to make it 
to shore, but could not because God would not let them—“the sea grew more and more tempestuous 
against them.” (1:13). 
 
Jonah 1:14-16- “Therefore they called out to the LORD, “O LORD, let us not perish for this man’s life, and 
lay not on us innocent blood, for you, O LORD, have done as it pleased you.” 15 So they picked up Jonah 
and hurled him into the sea, and the sea ceased from its raging. 16 Then the men feared the LORD 
exceedingly, and they offered a sacrifice to the LORD and made vows.” 
 
 While commentators debate this issue, I believe in this section, we witness the conversion of 
these sailors.  They called out to God in prayer asking Him not to hold it against them for throwing Jonah 
overboard, which they then did.  But the instant Jonah hit the water, the sea ceased its raging.  It was as 
if God turned off the storm switch and there was immediate calm.  The suddenness of their salvation 
shocked them and they feared God (Yahweh, Jehovah) “exceedingly.”  Jonah’s God commanded the 
storm and the seas.  They had been confronted by the sovereign God of Heaven and they were 
transformed as a result and made vows to worship the Lord.  And as far as they knew, Jonah was dead at 
the bottom of the sea.  “But God” (Eph. 2:4) sent salvation in the form of a great fish.  
  
Jonah 1:17- “And the LORD appointed a great fish to swallow up Jonah. And Jonah was in the belly of 
the fish three days and three nights.”  
 
 Jonah’s stay inside the fish was no doubt uncomfortable, but it was also SALVATION.  Jonah was 
rescued from the depths of the sea which throughout the OT represent trouble and death.  And as we 
will see next week, from inside the fish, Jonah offers God a prayer of thanksgiving for his salvation (2:2-
9).   
 
Objection: Now some people who read the story of Jonah say that it is ridiculous to believe such a thing 
could happen.  “Jonah could have never survived three days inside a great fish,” they would say.  
Friends, the only reason people reject the historical nature of the story of Jonah is because they reject 
the possibility of miracles.  In Christ Fellowship, we rejoice in God’s power displayed in such miracles.  
And we rejoice in this miracle in particular because it points to the resurrection power of God.  The 
same God who rescued Jonah by the fish raised Jesus from the dead after three days and three nights 
in the tomb.  Indeed, as Matthew 12:38-41 tell us, Jonah’s fish was a sign.  It was a type of tomb that 
pointed to the death of Jesus Christ and his burial for three days and three nights in the grave.  
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So that is the story found in Jonah chapter 1.  What are we to make of this story?  I want us to use the 
rest of our time this morning and learn five truths about sin from this passage.   
 

I. Five truths about sin 
 

A. Looking at Jonah chapter one, it is clear that Jonah is not the hero of this story.  Jonah is a 
genuine follower of the Lord, but he is also sinful, just as we are.  And looking at his actions 
in Jonah 1, we can learn a lot about the sin that plagues our lives as well.  Let’s look at this 
passage again and see what it teaches us about sin.   

 
a. Truth #1- Sin is rebellion against God.  (1:1-3b) 

 
Jonah 1:1-3b- “Now the word of the LORD came to Jonah the son of Amittai, saying, 2 “Arise, go to 
Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it, for their evil has come up before me.” 3 But Jonah rose 
to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the LORD. He went down to Joppa and found a ship going to 
Tarshish.” 
 

i. God told Jonah to “arise” and go to Nineveh.  And Jonah “rose”—but he 
fled to Tarshish in rebellion against God.  It is plain that Jonah’s refusal to 
go to Nineveh was sinful.  But Jonah’s problem wasn’t ultimately that he got 
in a boat heading to Tarshish.  Jonah’s deeper problem was that his heart 
was in rebellion against God.  It was Jonah’s rebellion against God that led 
him to get into the boat.  

 
Illustration:  We need to think rightly about the nature of sin.  We are so quick to think of sin as the 
wrong things that we do.  But we need to remember that there is a difference between “sins” and “Sin”.  
“Sins” are the bad things we do—the various ways we disobey God.  But Sin itself is a principle of 
rebellion against God.  Sin is the root and the “sins” we commit are the fruit.   
 
Application: Understanding that sin is always rebellion against God guards us from thinking of ANY sin as 
a light matter.  We are quick to excuse our anger or bitterness or grumbling or lust.  But particular sins 
are always the fruit of rebellion against God. 
 

 Our anger is evidence of a heart that does not believe God is just in the way He is 
dealing with us or permitting us to be treated by others.   
 

 Our Grumbling is evidence of a heart that does not really believe God is good.   
 

 Our Bitterness is evidence of a heart that refuses to find its peace in God.   
 

 Our Lust is evidence of a heart that is not satisfied with God but is seeking ultimate 
satisfaction in something other than God—whether that lust is for power or food or 
pornography.   

 
If we would understand sin correctly, we must know that every sin is the fruit of rebellion against 
God.  Every sin is serious.  Every sin is ultimately aimed at God.   
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““Every sin is a forsaking of the Lord our God.”5    -John Owen  

b. Truth #2- Sin blinds us to the evil of our own actions.  In Jonah 1, we see that sin 
had blinded Jonah to the fact that his hatred of the Ninevites was evil.  It is certainly 
true that the men and women of Nineveh were wicked.  The prophet Nahum would 
later describe the city of Nineveh in this way: 

 
Nahum 3:1- “Woe to the bloody city, all full of lies and plunder— no end to the prey!  
 

1. And because the people of Nineveh were sinful, Jonah felt that he 
was justified in disobeying God and fleeing away to Tarshish 
leaving Nineveh to be destroyed.  As we will learn later in Jonah 4, 
Jonah fled precisely because he did not want the people of Nineveh 
to receive mercy from God.  He wanted them to be judged.  But the 
problem with this is that Jonah had forgotten his own guilt and 
sinfulness before God.  Jonah had received salvation as a free gift of 
grace.  Jonah himself was a sinner.  Jonah also deserved God’s 
judgment.  But God had saved him.  Somehow Jonah had forgotten 
the wonder of being saved by grace and having his sins washed 
away.  Instead, in self-righteousness, he placed himself in judgment 
of the people of Nineveh.   

 
Illustration:  Christians, we struggle with this same kind of hatred and often we are just as blind to it as 
Jonah was.  Let me give you an example from today’s headlines.  Many of us have been watching the 
utter brutality of ISIS (Islamic State) in Iraq and Syria.  Their manner of rule in the cities they have 
captured has been systematic and unthinkably cruel.  Men, women, and children have been killed.  
Many have been tortured.  Others have been given the ultimatum to convert to Islam or die.  In many 
ways, the cruelty of ISIS matches the cruelty of the Assyrian Empire in Jonah’s day.  What have your 
thoughts been towards these Islamic extremists?  It is clear that ISIS needs to be stopped.  We should 
pray that God would stop their wickedness.  But have you let hatred grow up in your hearts towards 
them?  Or have you been praying and asking God to be merciful to them and to open their eyes?  We 
must remember that they are doing the things they are doing because they are blinded by sin.  And if 
they do not hear and respond to the Gospel they will suffer the judgment of God forever in Hell.  We 
must remember that we ALSO are sinners who deserve God’s judgment.  But we have received mercy!  
That should bring out compassion in us and a desire to see them reached with the Gospel.  That should 
drive us to our knees in prayer for them.  As Jesus instructed us, part of following Him means that we 
are to pray for our enemies (Matthew 5:43-44) 
   

c. Truth #3 - Sin is evidence that we do not fear God (1:9-10).  We see this in 1:9-10, 
where find this interaction between Jonah and the sailors: 

 
Jonah 1:9-10-“I am a Hebrew, and I fear the LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry 
land.  Then the men were exceedingly afraid and said to him, “What is this you have done!”  For the men 
knew that he was fleeing from the presence of the Lord, because he had told them.” 
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1. The sailors had just discovered through casting lots that Jonah was 
the reason for all their troubles.  And so they began to ask him 
questions to try to figure out who he was and what they should do 
with him.  And Jonah’s answer is surprising.  He said “I am a 
Hebrew, and I fear the LORD, the God of heaven.”  The word “fear” 

here (Hb. א  ”yareh) is a word that is often translated “worship ;ָיֵרֵ֔

(NIV; cf. 1 Kings 18:12).  Jonah claimed to be a worshipper of God, 
and yet at that same moment he was rebelling against God and 
disobeying His commandment.  Jonah claimed to fear God, but his 
fear of God was a weak thing.  It wasn’t the kind of fear that is the 
beginning of wisdom (Prov. 9:10).  It wasn’t the kind of fear that 
would have led him to obey God and go to Nineveh.  But the pagan 
sailors stand in contrast to Jonah.  Hearing of his disobedience, 
they rightly exclaim “What is this you have done?” which is to say, 
“How could you do such a thing?”  These pagan sailors seem to 
have more fear of God than Jonah does.   

 
Application: A right fear of God (fear of displeasing God, reverence for God) protects us from sin.  If we 
would be holy, we should live our lives aware that God is HERE and that God is holy—pure and separate 
from sin.  Sin will always try to keep your mind from thinking about the presence and holiness of God.  
But if you have a healthy fear of God you will guard what you watch, what you listen to, and what you 
say, and how you live.   
 
Hebrews 12:28-29- “Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, and thus 
let us offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe, 29 for our God is a consuming fire.” 
 
“To fear the Lord is to fear sin.”6      -John Owen 

d. Truth #4- Sin hinders our communion with God.  In 1:6, the ship’s captain awakens 
Jonah and says, “What do you mean, you sleeper?  Arise, call out to your God!”  In 
other words, “Pray!”  But as we read through this chapter, no where do we see 
Jonah pray to God.  In fact, we do not see Jonah pray to God until chapter 2, after 
he is rescued by the great fish.  What should we make of this?  We should see here 
a clear picture of the truth that sin hinders our communion with God.   

 
Illustration: It has been this way since the Garden of Eden.  Before they ate of the forbidden fruit, Adam 
and Eve walked with God in the cool of the day and enjoyed intimate fellowship.  But after they sinned, 
they ran when they heard God’s voice (Gen. 3:8).  They did not want to be near God.  They did not want 
to commune with God.  In the same way, if we harbor sin in our hearts our communion with God will 
be hindered.  We will be slow to read God’s word, pray, and come to church where other believers 
gather to worship God.   
 
Application: Christian, are your reading your Bible?  Are you praying regularly?  Is it is a joy for you to be 
around other Christians?  If not, let me ask you a question:  Is there a hidden sin in your life that you 
know you need to forsake?   
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Principle:  Often the cause of our deadness toward God in our hearts is an unwillingness to part with 
sin in our lives.     
 

e. Truth #5- Sin deserves death.  In my opinion, this is the main point God is trying to 
teach us about sin in Jonah 1.  Jonah had clearly sinned greatly against God.  God is 
King.  He gave Jonah a command and Jonah’s refusal to obey that command was 
nothing short of rebellion and treason.  And God pursued Jonah with a violent storm 
upon the seas.  As long as Jonah was in the boat, the storm raged higher and higher.  
Jonah himself recognized that he was sinned against God and that his sin deserved 
death.  That is why he told the sailors to cast him into the sea.  And God wanted to 
make that point as well.  When the sailors tried to bring Jonah to shore, God would 
not let them.  God forced them to throw Jonah into the sea because God was 
making a point: sin deserves death.  Romans 6:23- “For the wages of sin is death…”  

 
Brothers and sisters, sin is a deadly thing.  In 1:16, the story leaves us with a group of astonished 
sailors watching Jonah sink down into the ocean with no hope of salvation.  It is a clear picture of 
what sin will ultimately lead you to if you pursue it in this life.   
 
“[S]in always leads the direction that Jonah went: down.  God told him to arise, but in the bitterness of 
his heart he descended ‘down to Joppa,’ ‘down into the inner part of the ship’ (Jonah 1:3-5), and finally 
down into the depths of the sea.  Ultimately, sin will drag us down into the eternal depths of hell, away 
from the presence of God’s mercy and grace—though not of his wrath—forever.”7  
 
        -Richard D. Phillips 
 
Conclusion 
 
 Sin is deadly.  But as we conclude, look with me at 1:17: 
 
Jonah 1:17- “And the LORD appointed a great fish to swallow up Jonah. And Jonah was in the belly of the 
fish three days and three nights.” 
 
Jonah was sinking down to a watery grave because of his sin.  “But God” (Eph. 2:4) sends salvation.  We 
are going to look at Jonah 1 again next week and see what it has to teach us about God, but I can’t end 
the sermon this morning without point to 1:17 as a beautiful picture of the Gospel.   
 
The Gospel 
 

The picture of Jonah sinking towards death is a picture of every man and woman in the world 
today who is living out their life without putting their trust in Jesus.  They are simply piling up sin after 
sin after sin and when they die they will have to give an account to God and they will have no Savior to 
rescue them.  That was the fate we all faced before we were saved.   

But just as God sent the great fish to rescue Jonah, so God sent His Son Jesus to rescue sinners 
from death and Hell!  Jesus lived a perfect life in the place of His people and then Jesus died on the cross 
paying the penalty of all who would ever turn from their sins and trust in Him.  So this morning, if you 
will turn from your sins and trust in Jesus, you will be saved!  Just as Jonah was protected from the 
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crushing water of the sea by the fish, so you will be rescued from the judgment of God upon your sins.  If 
you have question about that, I would love to talk to you more after the service this morning.   
 
Lord willing, next week, we will continue our study in Jonah 1 and looking at what this passage teaches 
us about the character of God. 
 
Let’s pray… 
   
 
 
 
 


