
Jonah 1:1-17 
Everyone knows the story of Jonah and the whale. Actually the Hebrew does not say Jonah was 
swallowed by a whale. Modern translations have it correct (see 1:17) when they say it was a 
great fish and note that it was a fish specifically prepared for that occasion by God. God created 
this fish to care for Jonah. That was a simple task for the God who created everything. 
  
Jonah 1:1 tells us whose story this is. Read verse 2. Many newer translations left out of the call 
of Jonah the word' "arise" before the command to go. That word adds a sense of urgency to the 
command and reminds us that time is limited to reach the lost.  

God called Nineveh a great city. The word "great" is used 7 times in this short book. Nineveh 
was a great city (1;2; 3;2; 4:11). God sent a "great" wind (1:4) that resulted in a "great" storm 
(1:12). The men on the ship "greatly" feared the Lord (1:16).  

God called Nineveh a "wicked" city. Nineveh was knows for its sins. Violence, immorality, and 
witchcraft were well documented. (See Nahum 3:1-4). God used the same word in Genesis 18:21 
to describe Sodom and Gomorrah so we know how bad it was. Sometimes we get the impression 
that God is unaware of sin in our world. Nothing could be further from the truth.  

Verse 3 tells us that "Jonah ran away from God." This is the choice men have been given. We do 
not have to follow or obey God, although there will be consequences. There is the sin of 
commission but also the sin of omission. This had to have been a difficult decision for Jonah to 
make. While he was seeking to remove himself from where God wanted him to be, his running 
away was not so much a physical distance as his refusal to do what God asked him to do. In 1:9 
he acknowledged that God was the God of heaven and earth. Psalm 139:7-10 says there is no 
place one can go to escape God’s presence. 

Jonah 4:2 told us why he made that decision. He knew all along that God would spare Nineveh 
and as a loyal Jew this was unthinkable. Nineveh was not only an enemy but an enemy that had 
inflicted untold cruelty on the Jews. No one is a robot who must obey. We have the power to 
resist the will of God.  

V. 3 tells us Jonah chose instead to head to Tarshish. Tarshish was probably in Spain so would 
have been as far away from where he was supposed to go as he could get.  

We read "He found a ship." Circumstances are often a factor in determining God’s will but 
circumstances are not the only factor and certainly circumstances never override God’s specific 
direction. There was a ship getting ready to go where Jonah wanted to go. How convenient but 
how wrong! It all seemed to come into place. Maybe God was leading but then maybe Satan is 
distracting us from where God wants us to be. Always check circumstances against God's Word 
and seek God's confirmation in other ways. 



We read, "after paying the fare." Dr. Donald Grey Barnhouse wrote, “When you run away from 
the Lord you never get to where you are going and you always pay your own fare. But when you 
go the Lord’s way you always get where you are going, and He pays the fare.” There is always a 
price of stepping out of God’s will. 

Verse 4 tells us the Lord sent a great wind. Jonah had to pay a higher price for his disobedience 
than he expected. Note the “But Jonah” of verse 3 is now “Then God.” Jonah had the freedom to 
say “no” but that is never the end of it. A “no” on our part only results in God’s response. The 
emphasis is on the Lord who sent the storm. In Hebrew normal word order is the verb first, 
followed by the noun. Here the Lord is first for emphasis. In the process of fleeing from God 
Jonah found God in the storm. 

Verse 5 tells us the "Sailors cried to their gods." Men in danger always turn to someone higher 
for help. There are no atheists in foxholes. It did no good even though the sailors were sincere 
and probably urgent in their pleas to their gods. When Jesus was in a boat and a great storm arose 
the disciples called upon Him. He spoke and immediately the storm was quieted (Mark 4:35-41). 
It does make a difference who is in your boat when a storm hits. 

So they "threw cargo into the sea." That was the standard procedure in a storm, choosing to lose 
cargo rather than the ship. That does not seem fair. Why should they lose cargo over Jonah's sin? 
The reality is sins not only the  cost us but they cost others. Most often the cost of our sin is 
borne by those closest to us.  

And "Jonah was below deck sleeping." What a tragedy! Oblivious of the storm all about him he 
was asleep. The church is too often asleep while the world about them is literally going to hell.  

Verse 6 reads "The captain said get up and pray." The servant of God had to be reminded by a 
pagan to pray. Jonah was on the ship because he was seeking to escape God. Then he was forced 
to call upon him. The captain said "Maybe He will take notice of us, and we will not perish." 
This is a non-Christian calling for prayer. All he can do is hope to be heard. The God of the Bible 
is always available to His people when they honestly come before Him. 

Read verses 7 and 8.  Jonah's answer in verse 9 is interesting. He said, “I am a Hebrew and 
worship the Lord God of heaven who made the sea and the land.” Jonah’s response shows how 
much Jonah knew about the God he was running away from. To “know” does not ensure doing. 
Too often we fail to translate head knowledge into appropriate action.  

In verse 10 the sailors ask “What have you done?” It is an commentary on the relationship 
between the world and a Christian when they have to ask us why we act the way we do.  

In verse 11 the sailors ask, “What should we do?” The non-Christian concept of solving the 
problem is appeasement of the offended god and not repentance.  



Jonah’s answer in verse 12 was “Throw me into the sea.” Wrong answer! I don’t believe that was 
what God wanted. If Jonah had said, “I have sinned and should be on my way to Nineveh. If you 
turn the boat around and head that way we will be safe. I believe the wind would have continued 
but would have been a wind taking them back so Jonah could get on with his task. 

Verse 13 says instead they did their best to row back to land. As is too often typical we try all of 
the alternatives. “The sea grew even wilder.” The more we try to do it our way the worse it gets. 
We need to learn to give up and give God control. 

Verse 14 reads “Please do not hold this against us.” This shows a high degree of personal ethic. 
They were not willing to see a man perish. This stands in contrast to Jonah who was willing to 
allow a 100,000 plus perish for eternity by not proclaiming the message of God to them. Too 
often we value the body more than the soul.  

So in verse 15 we read that they threw Jonah into the sea and the sea became calm. It is amazing 
the peace that comes to a life when the sin that causes unrest is cast way.  

Verse 16 reads, “The sailors greatly feared the Lord.” Their “conversion” to Jehovah was made 
after the sea became calm. Had they done this before it might have been interpreted as a 
desperate effort to save themselves but their commitment came after the wind had been calmed. 
Because salvation was provided they believed. Do we love God to escape hell or do we love God 
because of who He is and what He has already done for us. It is love, not fear, which needs to be 
preached to a lost world. Fear is a factor only if one is not willing to submit to God. 

There is a lot of Jonah in all of us. It is too easy to flee God's will. It is often easy to flee God's 
will for righteous living because Satan makes sin so attractive. It is easy to flee our responsibility 
to share Jesus because we are afraid we cannot do it right. The truth is that fleeing God's will 
never puts us beyond God's presence and always bring a loss to us. We need to stop acting like 
Jonah. 


