
 1 

“I Am Jonah” 

Jonah 1:1–4 

We are a church plant. Church plants build the plane while they fly it. A church is a 

family, but it should not look like a biological family. It should have diverse ethnic groups. 

There should be diversity everywhere: a millionaire sitting next to someone who lives on food 

stamps, someone raised in a Christian home sitting next to an atheist who just came to Christ, a 

20-year-old sitting next to a 70-year-old. A church should have Tar Heel fans sitting next to . . . 

Tar Heel fans—a church should only have Tar Heel fans. A church should have someone with 

tattoos all over his body sitting beside someone who will not even let his children have washable 

tattoos, someone who has an earned doctoral degree beside those who failed to finish the eighth 

grade. What binds diversity like this together? The gospel. 

We’re going to play a little Jeopardy here. I’m going to say a name, and you tell me the 

first thing that comes to your mind that completes the pair. For instance, I’ll say “Batman,” and 

you say “Robin.” You don’t have to say, “Who is Robin?” like they do on Jeopardy. That’s never 

made sense to me. Just “Robin” is good. 

• Bert and . . . Ernie  

• Tom and . . . Jerry 

• Han Solo and . . . Chewbacca (I’ve actually never seen Star Wars. I had to look that up.) 

Let’s try food pairings: 

• Peanut butter and . . . Jelly 

• Spaghetti and . . . meatballs  

Let’s go Biblical here: 

• Adam and . . . Eve 

• David and . . . Goliath 

• Hezekiah and . . . Just kidding! I don’t even know what name goes with that. That’s our 

Teaching Pastor’s job. Just ask Vance after the service. 

Let’s go with a biblical person and an animal pairing now: 

• Daniel and the . . . lion 

• Jonah and the . . . whale. Actually, it wasn’t a whale. 
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The Hebrew never says “whale.” There is a word in Hebrew for “whale,” but that’s not 

the word used for what swallowed Jonah. 

I’m pretty sure it was a giant clown fish—a clown fish with an attitude. After it angrily 

swallowed Jonah, a little blue fish with a yellow tail named Dori comes alongside it and says, 

“Hey, Mr. Grumpy Gills. When life gets you down, you know what you gotta do? Just keep 

swimming, swimming, swimming.” 

Oh, wait! That’s Finding Nemo, not Finding Jonah. Do you know what I’ve discovered? 

Many people view the Jonah story like a Disney-Pixar film. It’s animated, just not actual; 

interesting, just not inspired; riveting, just not reality. 

Some of you are skeptics toward Christianity. We not only welcome you here, but we 

expect that you will be here. One of the reasons why you’re a skeptic is because of stories like 

this one. A man gets thrown into the sea, then a big fish swallows him and he “kicks it” for about 

seventy-two hours in the fish’s belly until it spits him out on dry land. That’s an exciting story to 

hear, but it’s hard to really believe it. 

You ask me, “Kyle, do you actually believe the Jonah story took place?” My answer is 

“Yes.” I want to give you two reasons why. 

1. Because this story is not written as fiction. 

There are many different genres in the Bible: historical narrative, parable, prophecy, 

poetry, and epistle, to name a few. For centuries, theologically liberal pastors, along with many 

so-called scholars, have attempted to downplay and discredit the book of Jonah. They do this by 

saying that Jonah story is a parable. “It’s an earthly story that teaches a heavenly truth,” they say. 

Jesus told parables all the time. People knew they were parables. Jesus told them to teach a 

redemption lesson. 

The story of Jonah is not written as fiction or as a parable. It’s written as a historical 

narrative. There are numerous literary signs to this throughout the book. The genre proves this 

story is not fiction. 

2. Because Jesus did not refer to this story as fiction.  

Jesus said, “For just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, 

so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” (Matthew 12:40). 
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If Jonah in the belly of the fish was a parable, then Jesus in the belly of the earth is 

parable. Jesus is rooting the reality of His death, burial, and resurrection in the fact that Jonah 

actually spent three days in the belly of a fish. 

If you dismiss the Jonah story as utterly impossible because it is miraculous, then you 

automatically exclude belief in an all-powerful God. But such a God lives at the center of the 

Christian faith. We believe this same God did something more miraculous—raising Jesus from 

the dead. 

I’m not sure I would even put the Jonah story in the top five of the hardest things to 

believe in the Bible. Speaking creation out of nothing would be in the top five, feeding over five 

thousand people with a lunchable would be in the top five, healing people who had life-ending 

diseases would be in the top five, Noah’s Ark and the global flood would probably be there. I’m 

just not sure the Jonah story would be in the top five. 

I’m not here to get you to believe the Jonah story was non-fiction. I’m actually here to try 

to convince you to believe something infinitely more difficult. I’m here to point to something 

more unbelievable. 

I’m asking you to believe that God sent His only Son on a search-and-rescue from heaven 

down to earth. He put on special clothes: flesh. He lived thirty-three perfect years without a bad 

thought—without even a sinful motive. He was killed! On a ground level, He was killed because 

He claimed to be God. That was blasphemy in His day. On an air level, He was killed to be the 

sinless sacrifice needed for you to avoid the penalty of your sins—the wrath of God. 

They killed Him—well, actually, He gave up His life. He was in an ancient burial tomb 

for three days. He came back to life and lived on this earth for forty days in a body that no one 

could destroy before He slowly ascended into heaven with His disciples watching Him. Here’s 

the kicker: He’s still alive in heaven right now, praying that you will believe and accept what you 

just heard. 

Friend, that’s the gospel! That’s infinitely harder to believe than the Jonah story. Let’s 

dive into the book (pun-intended). 

Would you turn “in your Bible” or “on your Bible” and meet me at Jonah 1? Some 

weeks, we have people here who have never held a Bible. This may be the first time you have 

held this book. I want to let you know what we believe about that book you’re holding: we 

believe God wrote it. That’s why we are here today. 
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Transition: I’m going to give you two pregnant sentences which everything else I say today will 

hinge on. Don’t miss this . . . 

To this day, in a congregation setting, Jews read the entire book of Jonah on the Day of 

Atonement (Yom Kippur). Once they publicly read the entire book, everyone stands and 

collectively says, “I am Jonah.” 

I would like for us to do the same thing at certain points as we walk through this book 

today, except we will not stand; we will stay seated. It will help us to bring this truth to light in 

our minds. 

I’m going to give you a trigger so you will know when to say, “I am Jonah.” Here’s the 

trigger: “We, like those who have gone before us, realize . . .” Then we will all say, “I am 

Jonah.” Let’s try it: “We, like those who have gone before us, realize . . .” 

1. I am Jonah; I have been given commands (verses 1–2). 

Jonah 1:1–2 says, “Now the word of the LORD came to Jonah the son of Amittai, saying, 

‘Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it, for their evil has come up before 

me.’” 

Will you circle in your Bible the words “arise,” “go,” and “call out”? These are not 

suggestions. In the Hebrew language, these are imperatives; in other words, they are commands. 

Nowhere in Scripture does God give suggestions.1 Do not put a question mark where He puts a 

period. 

Jonah received a command to arise, go, and call out against the Ninevites. Nineveh later 

became the capital of Assyria. It was near the city of Mosul in modern day Iraq. 

These people had been enemies of Israel for over one hundred years. Their brutal 

reputation for their captives preceded them. They would . . . 

• Gouge out the eyes of their victims. 

• Place hooks in their noses and lead them around like cattle to humiliate them. 

• Dismember people piece by piece, leaving only a hand to shake.  

                                                 
1 Stephen Davey, “See Jonah Run,” Wisdom for the Heart, accessed November 28, 2016, 

http://www.wisdomonline.org/files/764/The%20Prodigal%20Prophet%20Part%20I.pdf. 
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• Parade the heads of their victims on poles, finally making a mountain of heads at the 

entrance of the city.  

• Skinning victims while they were living (like catfish). This practice began with the 

Ninevites. 

The Ninevites would also impale their captives alive and then set them on fire—a 

practice that Nero would adopt centuries later for Christians, covering them with tar and making 

them living torches to light his garden parties.2 

One Assyrian king boasted of his cruelty when he recorded these excavated words: “I 

flayed the skin from as many nobles as had rebelled against me and draped their skin over the 

pile of corpses. I burned their children. I captured many troops alive and cut off their arms and 

hands, noses, ears and extremities.”3 

Then Jonah gets “the word of the Lord” to go to these people. That phrase “now the word 

of the Lord” is used over one hundred times in the Old Testament. We are not even told how the 

word of the Lord came to Jonah. Was it a dream, or an audible voice, an angel, or a vision? 

(These are some of the ways God spoke in his day.) 

This phrase “now the word of the Lord” is a formulaic phrase that marks a true prophet of 

God. In other words, this vision did not come because Jonah ate a lot of red meat the night 

before. He was not a self-made prophet. He had received a divine call. 

Why would God command something like this? Didn’t He know the dangers? If anyone 

knew the dangers, God did. He says in verse two that “their evil has come up before me.” When 

you hear that phrase, does it ring any bells? Have you heard it before? 

In Genesis 18, Sodom and Gomorrah’s evil came up before the Lord. Jonah had heard 

about their sin stench coming into the nostrils of God before. What did God do? He destroyed the 

cities. When you want judgment, you sent it. Now Jonah is asking, “Are you looking for 

something different here, God? This wasn’t your pattern with Sodom. Are you wanting a 

different result?” 

                                                 
2 Ibid. 

3 James Bruckner, The NIV Application Commentary: Jonah, Nahum, Habakkuk, 

Zephaniah (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004), 28. 
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Jonah knew divine revelation. We could say it like this: Jonah knew his Bible. Jonah 

knew from the preaching of Hosea (one of his contemporaries) that the Assyrians were a threat to 

the future well-being of Israel (Hosea 9:3; 10:6; 11:5; Amos 5:27).4 They were a bully nation in 

the past, and it was prophesied that they would be a bully nation in the future. 

Jonah did not misunderstand God’s command. He heard it perfectly. Part of our problem 

in obeying God is not that we do not understand Him; it is that we do understand Him. “God, 

you want me to do what? You want me to give how much? You want me to do that? I’ve never 

done that before. That’s out-of-the-box for me.” 

Have you ever thought about the fact that the word of the Lord has come to you too? It 

has; you are holding it in your lap. God has spoken through the book on your lap. 

Have you ever thought about the fact that the Christian life is filled with imperatives just 

like Jonah received? They are clear, challenging, unmistakable, and unavoidable. 

Do we not have clarity from Scripture on some of these: 

• Go to your neighbors and share Christ with them. 

• Flee lusts. 

• Follow the leadership in the church (unless something’s off theologically or morally).  

• Do not cause division in the church. 

• Raise your children in a Christ-centered environment. 

• Love your wife and show it to her. 

• Follow your husband. 

• Do not laugh at what God says you should cry about. 

We really do not like it when God uses imperatives. We prefer suggestions: “Jonah, if 

you have time, could you drop by Nineveh?” We are Americans; we believe in voting. God has 

one vote and we do too.5 However, God is not in the practice of handing out ballots. God does 

not run a democracy; He runs a theocracy. 

Would God ever ask me to do something I’m afraid of doing? Would He ever ask me to 

do something I don’t want to do? 

                                                 
4 Don Carson, ed., NIV Zondervan Study Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2015), 1793. 

5 Davey, “See Jonah Run.” 
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Going to Nineveh was not a bucket-list activity for Jonah. He did not want to go, yet it 

was God’s will for him to go, 

• Whether he felt comfortable with the task or not. 

• Whether he agreed with God or not. 

• Whether he thought the Ninevites were worthy or not. 

• Whether he was fearful or not. 

Sometimes, God gives commands that are hard to follow: 

• Join that church and leave your comfortable Christianity. 

• Step out on faith and act on what God has put in your heart. 

• Radically transform your life for the sake of the gospel. 

Theology Principle: You are never further away from God than when you are close to Him and 

say “no.” 

Jonah said “no” to Nineveh; what are you saying “no” to? “Well, I’m not saying ‘no’; 

I’m just not acting on it.” Friend, that is a “no”! Delay is disobedience. Inactivity is intolerable. 

Sometimes, every area of your life is golden, except for one—the relationship that you 

refuse to stop. You know it’s not God’s will for you two to be that close. 

Transition: “We, like those who have gone before us, realize I am Jonah; I have been given 

commands.” That’s not the only way your life is like Jonah though. You see, “We, like those 

who have gone before us, realize . . .” 

2. I am Jonah; I am running from God (verses 1–3). 

Jonah 1:1–3 says, 

Now the word of the LORD came to Jonah the son of Amittai, saying, “Arise, go to 

Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it, for their evil has come up before me.” 

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. 

Jonah is running like the Jamaican sprinter Usain Bolt. Jonah travels in the opposite 

direction to escape the presence of God. But wait, Jonah is a prophet. He’s like the Billy Graham 

of Israel in his day. He knows his stuff. He knows Psalm 139: “Where can I go from Your Spirit? 

Or where can I flee from Your presence?” Jonah knows that God is omnipresent. He’s 

everywhere present in the same degree. Just because Jonah knows something intellectually does 
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not mean that it has penetrated his heart. Adam and Eve knew the same thing but still tried to 

hide from God. They knew good theology, but they didn’t live good theology. 

See Jonah run breathlessly to the docks, looking for a ship headed anywhere west. He’s 

asking crew members, “Where are you heading? Egypt—no, that’s too close to home. Antioch—

no, no. Carthage—not there either . . . . Sir, to where do you set sail? Tarshish. Tarshish—as far 

west as you can safely go—that’s perfect. How much?”6 

Theology Principle: Whenever you run from God, Satan will gladly arrange your transportation. 

Jonah needed a ship to run, and Satan had one all lined up for him. The readiness of the 

ship is not God’s will. I’ve heard this line so often: “Well, the opportunity presented itself, so it 

must be God’s will.” Really? So that’s the only requirement for something to be God’s will: 

opportunity? 

• “Well, I was miserable in this marriage, and God sent a new co-worker . . .” 

If you want to leave, there will always be a ship ready, always a woman who will return 

the flirtation, always a man who will write you notes. 

• “I wanted to spend more time with my children, and God sent us a sport that will allow us 

to miss every other Sunday.” 

• “I’ve been driving around this old clunker for years, and I know I can’t afford a new 

vehicle, but God sent such a good deal to me.” 

The readiness of the ship is not God’s will.7 

There’s another line that I’ve heard: “Well, I just had a peace in my heart about it—peace 

about just telling that person off.” Oh, that explains everything. God must have given you a 

peace that overrides His Word! 

Can’t you open your spiritual eyes and see that Satan is behind some of these things? 

Sometimes Satan brings opportunities, and sometimes Satan gives a peace about disobeying 

God’s Word. 

What is Satan doing in Genesis 3 with Eve? “Just eat that fruit, Eve. I know God told you 

                                                 
6 Ibid. 

7 J. D. Greear, “I Am Jonah,” The Summit Church, January 8, 2012, accessed November 

28, 2016, http://www.summitrdu.com/wp-content/uploads/sermons/2015/11/2012-01-08_I-Am-

Jonah.pdf. 
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not to, but it’s okay.” You see what he’s doing. He’s giving her a peace about disobeying God’s 

Word. Peace can be fickle; God’s Word is firm. Which one will guide your decisions? 

You must be on the lookout for the slow drift of sin that takes place when you take a step 

away from God’s will. The writer is emphasizing something here: down to Joppa (verse 3), down 

into the ship (verse 3), and down into the inner part of the ship (verse 5). He’s making choices 

that are taking him further and further away from God. 

• A hard heart at age fifty begins with not submitting to God-given authority at age thirty.  

• Adultery at age forty starts with pornography at age twenty.  

• An eating disorder at age thirty starts with not dealing with wanting to be somebody else 

in middle school. 

Transition: We, like those who have gone before us, realize I am Jonah; I have been given 

commands. I am Jonah; I am running from God. Finally, we, like those who have gone before us, 

realize…” 

3. I am Jonah; God is running after me (verse 4). 

And He runs faster than Jonah and Hussein Bolt. Jonah 1:4 says, “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.” 

God threw the wind on the sea. Yahweh hurls His chosen weapon. It’s the same word 

used when Saul threw the javelin at David. He wanted to pin David to the wall. God is pinning 

Jonah to His will. 

We see God, who created all things, controlling all things. You see it all throughout the 

book. He provided a fish to swallow Jonah, a plant, a worm, and an east wind. God is sovereign 

over creation. 

Here, He cast a huge tropical storm in the Mediterranean Sea. The waves are crashing 

against the boat and beginning to damage it. The tongue and groove planks are breaking. God is 

interested in breaking more than the ship; He’s breaking Jonah. 

With the rest of the nation, I listened for the reports of the rescuers’ progress as they 

fought rock, equipment failure, and time to rescue eighteen-month-old Jessica McClure 

from a well shaft in Midland, Texas. Left alone for a few minutes in her aunt’s backyard 

on a bright October day, the little girl had playfully dangled her feet over an innocent-

appearing, eight-inch opening in the ground. When she tried to stand up, she fell into the 

darkness. With one leg up and the other down, Jessica was wedged in the narrow shaft 
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above the water but twenty-two feet below the ground. Rescuers drilled a twenty-nine-

foot vertical shaft parallel to the well and then bored a five-foot-long horizontal tunnel 

through solid rock to reach her. It took far more time than any had anticipated—fifty-

eight hours. Medical personal grew increasingly alarmed and warned that dehydration 

and shock were becoming greater dangers than the entrapment itself. 

Finally, rescuers reached Jessica, but they could not pull her out. They way her 

body was wedged in the shaft foiled their efforts. The health technicians conferred, 

checked the little girl’s vital signs one more time, and then gave these awful orders. “Pull 

hard! She does not have more time. You may have to break her to save her.”8  

God will sometimes allow you to experience hurt to convince you of your need of him. 

As cruel as this Providence may sound, it actually expresses a great love. God may have to break 

you to save you! Some of you in this room were completely broken before you saw you needed 

to be saved. 

Some of you know your relationship with God could be summarized by saying, “You’re 

running from Him.” God will go to great lengths to get your attention. God will not allow any 

other competing gods in your life. 

• If you love money more than you love God, He will attack it. 

• If you love the approval of people more than you love God, He will deal with it 

decisively. 

• If you love the pleasure of sin more than the pleasure of living for God, He may have to 

break you to save you. 

Some of you are being broken right now. You’re in a health storm, a financial storm, a 

circumstantial storm—God is after you. God sends storms in grace. 

How do I know if it’s a storm for disobedience or if it’s from Satan? You will know. 

When I spank my kids, I don’t say, “Hey, now figure out what that’s for.” You know if it’s a 

storm because of your sin. 

Theology Principle: If you submit to the storm, you will live. If you fight it, it will kill you. 

                                                 
8 Bryan Chapell, Christ-Centered Preaching: Redeeming the Expository Sermon (Grand 

Rapids: Baker, 2005), 190. 
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Conclusion 

I must think of this storm in the context of all other storms in the Bible. A mightier storm 

is brewing throughout this book (the Bible). It’s a storm of God’s wrath. The only way for you to 

escape was for God to cast His only Son into those waves. 
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