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Man overboard  

 

Jonah 1:7-16 

Psalm 119:137–144 

2 Thessalonians 1:1–4, 11–12 

Luke 19:1–10 

 

Text: Jonah 1:4 

So they picked Jonah up and threw him into the sea; and the sea ceased from its 

raging. Then the men feared the Lord even more, and they offered a sacrifice to the 

Lord and made vows. 

  

Introduction 

According to the story of Jonah, getting thrown overboard is not an indication that 

God is done with you.  In fact, it seems the opposite is the case.  The theme the 

book of Jonah probes, again and again, is of how the mercy of God and the 

judgement of God come together without cancelling each other out.  The story is 

quite clear, “the Lord hurled a great wind upon the sea.”  Jonah is certain the storm 

is a judgement on him.  “Pick me up and throw me into the sea”, said Jonah, “then 

the sea will quieten down for you; for I know it is because of me that this great 

storm has come upon you.”   

 

The gospel, the good news of Jesus Christ, makes clear that no human, in this life, 

is ever godforsaken.  Yes, many have experienced the pains of godlessness but no 

one is ultimately godforsaken.  Yes, events can make us feel godforsaken.  God-

forsakenness, however, is the Biblical definition of hell.  Jesus was godforsaken on 

the cross for our sakes so we might never have to experience it.  Jonah is anything 

but godforsaken.  God is pursuing Jonah.  The message of Jonah regarding the 

judgement of God; judgement that is experienced in this life; the message is that 

such judgement is always with the aim that we might come to know God’s great 

mercy.  Look how merciful God is with Jonah—yes, God hurled the storm; but this 

was not to destroy Jonah.   

 

We have also noted that the author of this story tells it in such a way as to hold up 

a mirror that we might see ourselves and probe our own attitudes regarding the 

mercy of God and the judgement of God.  So, come with me to the deck of a ship 

tossed by this great storm and listen for what God might say to us. 

 

1. First, I invite you to see the mariners or sailors scrambling around the ship doing 

everything they know to do to weather the storm.  Look at them.  What do you see?  
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Imagine yourself in the harbour of Vancouver or Halifax and a great cargo ship has 

docked and the crew is coming ashore; who are these people?  What is your 

impression of them?  What images does the word ‘sailor’ invoke in your 

imaginations?  It is clear that the sailors onboard Jonah’s ship are pagans who 

represent the various religions of the world—each cried out to their own god as the 

fear of the strength of the storm overwhelmed them.  In Jonah’s world the sea was 

considered a fearsome place and sailors a hardened class of people, mostly men, 

who took on these challenges—an underclass constantly on the move with limited 

roots in domestic life. 

 

Living inland as we do here in Unionville, it may be that we have little experience 

with sailors such that we don’t know what to make of these sailors aboard Jonah’s 

ship.  Closer to home then, let me ask you what you saw when you watched the 

truckers’ Freedom Convoy that converged on Ottawa last January?  Much of our 

media, following the lead of our Prime Minister, wanted us to see misogynists, 

racists, and extremists of various stripes.  What did you see?  Truckers, like sailors 

in Jonah’s day and ours, are those who do the lonely work of bringing us the goods 

readily available on the stores shelves we frequent.  Maybe the better question is 

do we see them at all? 

 

What is clear in the story of Jonah is that God sees them and wants them to know 

Him.  In the story of Jonah, it is these sailors who know they have a spiritual 

problem.  As the ferocity of the storm threatened the ship each sailor cries out to 

his god.  Who were the people who gave Jesus the hardest time in his ministry?  It 

was moralists who thought their lives were pretty much in order and looked down 

on the rest as sinners.  I am not sure if Jonah might be classed a moralist but he 

doesn’t appear to have much of a regard for these sailors.  Their use to him is that 

they are a means in his plan to flee the presence of God.  In the book of 2 Kings 

where we first meet Jonah, he is pictured as a prophet who prophesied good times 

for Israel during the reign of Jeroboam II—even as Amos was preaching, at the 

same time, the need for repentance from evil ways, ways the king himself was 

leading.  I notice too that the people who flooded to Jesus were people who were 

keenly aware they had a spiritual problem. 

 

Today we read the story of Jesus asking for an audience with the chief tax collector 

Zacchaeus.  Tax collectors were grouped with “sinners” as a class of people whose 

attitudes and habits needed to be purged from society.  ‘Scum’, we might say.  And 

yet Jesus calls to Zacchaeus directly and invites himself to his house for a 

conversation.  Here, on the deck of Jonah’s ship, the same God is present to meet 

these sailors in the midst of the storm.  
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Are these sailors superstitious?  Do they have religious convictions that we 

Christians would consider counter to the gospel?  Yes, they do.  Recall with me the 

story of the woman who Jesus healed of the hemorrhages that had plagued her for 

twelve years.  She heard of the Healer’s reputation and thought, ‘if I could just 

touch the hem of his garment I could be healed.” Is there some superstition on her 

part that moves her to reach out and touch the fringe of Jesus’ prayer shawl?  

Likely.  But, so what?  Jesus says to her, “Daughter”—notice how Jesus frames his 

saving relationship with her—“Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in 

peace.”  And in the story of Jonah the sailors’ superstitions are the avenue by 

which they come to know “the Lord, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the 

dry land.”   

 

Friends, isn’t the mercy of God a marvelous thing?  Who among us had perfect 

theology or correct doctrine before we became believers?  Who among us has all 

that perfected now, even after years of our walk with God? 

 

I asked you the question, when you see these sailors, what do you see?  I am 

probing this to ask another question about our kingdom-sightedness.  When we 

look upon our world what eyes are we looking with; do we see the kingdom of our 

Lord that scripture promises will never be shaken?  Do we see the kingdom that 

Jesus said came near in him?  As a minister, from time to time, people come to the 

church asking for financial help.  As I listen to their stories, self-stories that often 

perpetuate problems, what do I see.  Do I see what our world sees—an 

impoverished person caught in the cycle of their own story or do I see the person 

with kingdom eyes as someone for whom our Lord has given his life to redeem for 

Himself?  Friends, we all live within the stories we tell ourselves about ourselves 

that are often the source of the very challenges and problems we wish to overcome.  

Because of our Lord’s redeeming work, the believer looks forward to that glorious 

future when nothing will impede love from giving way to more love.  The believer 

lives this life with all its challenges in the light of that eternal communion with our 

glorious God at the consummation of all things.  Do I, (do we) see others in the 

light of this glorious future ever humbly pointing to our Lord and his great love? 

 

2. Let us return to the deck of this ship and consider Jonah for a few moments.  Do 

you notice that everyone else is praying except Jonah.  The prophet of God is the 

one guy on this ship not praying.  Jonah, the prophet, is, for all intents and 

purposes, forced to bear witness to the Lord, the God who made the sea and the 

earth.  The sailors have to wake him up and they are the ones who initiate the 

conversation about his God.  Deities were considered local beings by these sailors 
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which is why they ask, “where do you come from?”  They have to pry Jonah’s 

testimony out of him. Imagine a preacher this reluctant to talk about God.   

 

The sailors, further, are shocked by Jonah’s disobedience to his God. “Then the 

men were even more afraid, and said to him, ‘What is this that you have done!’” 

Are you this crazy that you think you could escape your God who made the sea 

and the dry land? 

 

I think it would be important to pause here to review something about the names 

for God in this story so we can appreciate what is being said.  One of the Hebrew 

words used by the author of Jonah for ‘God’ is ‘Elohim.’  It is sometimes used in a 

general sense to mean deities.  When the author says that the sailors each cried to 

his ‘god’ the word used is Elohim.  The other word, translated ‘Lord, is the 

unpronounceable four Hebrew consonants that the Hebrew people wrote in the text 

so they wouldn’t say the name of God because of their reverence for his name.  We 

Christians put vowels in this word and say Jehovah.  The name Hebrew people so 

revered is the name God identifies himself with spoken to Moses at the burning 

bush, “I am.”  So when Jonah says, I worship the Lord, the God who made the sea 

and dry land, he says, “I worship Jehovah, the Elohim who made the sea and the 

dry land.”  So when you read Jonah whenever you read the word ‘Lord’ it is this 

particular God who made himself known as the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 

the One who named himself to Moses at the burning bush that is being spoken 

about; the same One we Christians declare has made himself known in Jesus of 

Nazareth. 

 

Why does Jonah tell the sailors that the solution would be to throw him overboard?  

Does he have a sudden awakening that he now cares about the fate of these sailors?  

Given Jonah’s reluctance to pray or say much to the sailors without insistent 

prompting by them, and given what we learn later in the story about Jonah’s lack 

of concern for the people of Nineveh, I think it unlikely.  What we do know is that 

Jonah refuses to go to Nineveh.  I suggest to you that Jonah—who refuses, at this 

point, to either pray or repent—is determined to not fulfil God’s commission and 

he will die doing so.  He thinks he will turn the storm God sent into the storm that 

kills him and releases him from God’s commission. 

 

Let me ask you, would you want Jonah to be your pastor?  If you are lying in a 

hospital bed and  are hoping for a minister to come and pray with you, do you want 

it to be Jonah?  Once again the scandalous mercy of God is on display in how he 

treats Jonah.  Stories that ministers and priests have clay feet are all too common 

among us.  What eyes do we see them with—the eyes of our world as disgraced 
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people or with kingdom eyes of our Lord’s redemptive purposes.  Jonah’s 

behaviour is not excused and neither are those of any other wayward preacher.  

Still, the story of Jonah holds up to us the mercy of God. One theologian wrote, 

“My father always told me that if I did not believe that God would save the most 

foul of humans, then I did not really believe in God’s power to save my own soul.”  

(Beth L. Tanner) 

 

Additionally God uses this reluctant disobedient prophet’s fumbling testimony to 

guide these sailors to himself.  In the beginning of the storm each sailor is praying 

to their own god (Elohim) and at the end are praying to the Lord (Jehovah) and we 

are told that after the storm abated “the men feared the Lord even more, and they 

offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows.”  They now worship Israel’s God.  

Let me ask you, in the glorious future our Lord has prepared for his people do you 

expect to meet these sailors? 

 

3. Finally, lets take a moment to stand on the deck with these sailors as the storm 

ceases raging and the sea calms.  A question that is answered in this story is the 

identity of God.  The men now fear the Lord which is the beginning of wisdom.  It 

calls to mind another group of men on the sea  of Galilee after another storm is 

calmed.  The disciples were filled with great awe and said to one another about 

Jesus, ‘Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?’ 

 

“Who is God?”  Scripture never answers this question directly.  Scripture answers 

this question indirectly by posing two other questions.  “What does God do on our 

behalf?  What does God effect within us?”  What God did on the world’s behalf 

was make himself known to Israel at the Red Sea and Sinai and they were to be 

God’s witnesses in the world.  What God did within these sailors was to make 

himself known through his disobedient prophet in such a way that it effects the 

response of worship within them.  You also note that these sailors now 

acknowledge the sovereignty of the Lord (Jehovah).  Remember what the Apostle 

Paul said of Israel who rejected Jesus as Messiah.  “So I ask, have they stumbled 

so as to fall? By no means! But through their stumbling salvation has come to the 

Gentiles.”  Through Jonah’s stumbling salvation came to the sailors.  In some 

respects, we are the sailors in Jonah’s story. 

 

What does God do for us? He incarnates Himself in Jesus of Nazareth (which 

always includes what he has done through Israel). He redeems His creation in the 

death of Jesus, restoring its access to Him. He raises Jesus from the dead, 

vindicating Jesus and declaring him to be sovereign over all, Lord and Messiah. 

 



Rev. Dr. James Clubine Page 6 30/10/22 

What does God do in us? He visits us with His Spirit and seals within us all that He 

has done outside us. He steals over our spiritual inertia and quickens faith. He 

forgives the sin in us that He had already absorbed for us on the cross. He brings us 

to submit to the sovereign One whose sovereignty He had declared by raising him 

from the dead. In short, the God who acts for us in His Son acts in us by His Spirit 

so that all the blessings provided in the Son may become ours as well. 

O, the wonder of the mercy of God. Amen. 


