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Then Jonah prayed …  

 

Jonah 1:17-2:10 

Psalm 145:1–5, 17–21 

2 Thessalonians 2:1–5, 13–17 

Luke 20:27–38 

 

Text: Jonah 1:17-2:1 

But the Lord provided a large fish to swallow up Jonah; and Jonah was in the belly 

of the fish for three days and three nights.  Then Jonah prayed to the Lord his God 

from the belly of the fish. 

  

Introduction 

On Remembrance Sunday we typically begin our service with Jesus’ saying, “No 

one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”  Do you 

aspire to love this great?  I am not sure I would lay down my life for my friends; 

for my children and grandchildren I may.  For Jesus this is very personal.  He also 

said, “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the 

sheep.”  What the believer knows is that she is the friend or the sheep for whom 

our Lord lays down his life. 

 

I wonder if we think it was easier for Jesus to say that than it is for us.  Perhaps we 

think that because he was God he was above the hesitancy and prevarication we 

find in our own hearts as we think of laying down our life for friends.  The 

scripture teaches us that he was fully human and was tested in every point as we 

are; Jesus loved his human life every bit as much as we do—maybe even more so 

because of the purity of his heart.  Even so, he willingly aspires to this great love 

for you and me long before we ever would count ourselves as his friend in faith.  

Amazing love, is it not? 

 

1. One day Jesus was accused by some Pharisees of casting out demons through 

the power of the prince of demons, Beelzebul.  Jesus responded with a severe 

warning that such an accusation was blasphemy against the power of the Holy 

Spirit.  In response the Pharisees request a sign as evidence that Jesus has sufficient 

authority to rebuke them in this manner.  Here is Jesus’ answer:  

“An evil and adulterous generation asks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it 

except the sign of the prophet Jonah. For just as Jonah was for three days and three 

nights in the belly of the sea monster, so for three days and three nights the Son of 

Man will be in the heart of the earth. The people of Nineveh will rise up at the 

judgement with this generation and condemn it, because they repented at the 
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proclamation of Jonah, and see, something greater than Jonah is here!” (Matthew 

12:29-41) 

 

Jesus’ response implies the Pharisees’ inability to recognize the significance of the 

signs Jesus had already performed. Another sign was not the answer to the 

Pharisees problem. Jesus warned the Pharisees that their resistance to the available 

signs would eventually lead to their rejection of the ultimate sign, his resurrection 

from the dead.  Only one sign remained, would the Pharisees  embrace its 

significance and believe?  

 

Jewish tradition predating Jesus’ ministry already recognized the symbolic 

significance of Jonah’s near-death experience.  His deliverance from the sea by a 

great fish was already considered paradigmatic of God's deliverance of his people 

from death. Jonah, therefore, was often associated with resurrection. This Jewish 

reading of Jonah is in the background of Jesus’ choice of Jonah’s experience as 

pointing forward to his own death and resurrection.  The sign that Jesus is 

authentically who he says he is.  

 

I point this connection out to you because Jesus also reads this story of Jonah as a 

near-death experience.  In other words, these images that are in the prayer of Jonah 

describe the experience of a drowning man.  Jonah is trying to swim and stay afloat 

but ‘all your waves and billows passed over me’… ‘the waters closed in over me; 

the deep surrounded me; weeds were wrapped around my head.’  And Jonah prays, 

‘As my life was ebbing away, I remembered the Lord.’  Finally, in this moment of 

desperation, Jonah now prays for the first time in this story.  He slept while 

everyone else on board the ship started to pray to their gods; he doesn’t pray when 

the captain tells him to get up and pray; he doesn’t even join the mariners when 

they are now praying to Jonah’s God, Jehovah.  It is when he is in distress of 

drowning that he finally called out to the Lord. 

 

The scriptures witness that God is ever calling out to people to believe in Him.  

The living Lord Jesus Christ is the revealed word of God; the word that the Holy 

Spirit is ever pressing on our hearts.  The scripture is the written word and 

preaching is the proclaimed word that both of these words bear witness to the 

revealed word, that is the living Lord Jesus.  Jesus is ever looming before us.  In 

Jonah we see that God even speaks through the storms of our lives.  The book of 

Jonah holds up a mirror to us.  When will we call out to him?  The writer of the 

letter Hebrews, citing the Psalmist, wrote, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not 

harden your hearts.” (Hebrews 3:15) 
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We read today the story of a question some Sadducees, who say there is no 

resurrection, asked Jesus.  I think Jesus patiently answers their question inviting 

them to believe Jesus’ assertion that there is a resurrection.  Their question 

described a hypothetical woman whose husband died childless and, according to 

the Law, was then married to the next youngest brother of her deceased husband.  

This happens seven times, so, whose wife will she be in the resurrection?, they ask.  

Jesus invites them to think about how the scriptures declare the truth of 

resurrection when Moses, at the burning bush, speaks of the Lord as the God of 

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  Since God is the God of the living these three are alive.  

And these Sadducees knew that Abraham married again after Sarah died and Jacob 

had four wives.  Jesus invites them to reconsider the grounds of their disbelief. 

 

Again in the story of Jonah we note the generous mercy of God.  Though Jonah 

refuses his commission from God and only finally prays in the moment of 

desperation as death is closing in on him, God hears his prayer.  Amazingly, Jonah 

is the sign of the event that authenticates our Lord—his resurrection from the dead.  

I also note in Jesus’ response to the Sadducees this same mercy that ever seeks to 

call us to faith in him.  I recognize that people have lots of questions about faith in 

Jesus Christ; questions that thoughtful Christians have offered answers for 

throughout history.  Jesus didn’t refuse to hear the Sadducees question.  Jesus gave 

a reasoned answer to their question.  I invite you to consider that the 

reasonableness of his answer didn’t necessarily ignite faith in the Sadducees.  The 

text says they no longer dared to ask him another question.  At the end of the day 

reason alone won’t necessarily spark faith.  The question is, will we believe him?  

Believing doesn’t mean that faith is unreasonable; it is simply that reason alone 

isn’t big enough to encompass God.   

 

It isn’t just the Sadducees who create a logic box for God to fit into.  Think of the 

box we call science and how many have trouble with the claims of Jesus Christ 

because they don’t fit neatly into the box we have established by our thinking.  

Jesus invites the Sadducees to reconsider their box—will they reconsider or reject 

Jesus? 

 

2. I have noted with you on other occasions that there is, in all of us, a discrepancy 

between what we say we believe and what we truly believe.  Think for a moment 

of a person sitting next to you or near you in the pew.  If they were able to peer 

into all the crevasses of your heart, able to read all your thoughts over the last 

week,  would they move closer to you or slide away from you in the pew?  It is my 

conviction that what we pray for, especially in the moment of disaster, reveals 

what is truly in our hearts like little else will. 
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Jonah’s prayer is a prayer of thanksgiving to God for having rescued him from 

certain death.  He understands that God’s discipline, though severe—“You cast me 

into the deep”, acknowledges Jonah to God—was, in fact, merciful—"you brought 

up my life from the Pit, O Lord, my God.”  Jonah recognizes that appeal to God is 

his only hope.  Perhaps you have had an experience of being preserved from 

certain disaster and the only explanation you have is God’s hand was upon you.  

My (late) wife Valerie told of her experience of driving on the 401 in a snowstorm 

and skidding towards a jackknifed tractor trailer waiting for impact.  Somehow she 

stopped and was able to drive around the truck.  She testified that Someone’s hand 

was on the car that night.  And how prone we are in our hearts to say, after an 

incident like that, “I must be a better driver than I thought!”   

 

While profound thanksgiving to God is heard in Jonah’s prayer, what many readers 

of this story notice is the preponderance of the personal pronouns ‘I’ and ‘me’ in 

his praying.  Knowing the story of Jonah, we would anticipate some repentance or 

contrition on his part for having tried to flee from the commission God had given 

him.  Surely he would now make a promise to obey God when he gets his feet on 

dry ground once again.  But, no.  Not Jonah. 

 

In the second part of his prayer he prays, “As my life was ebbing away, I 

remembered the Lord and my prayer came you into your holy temple.”  Contrast 

that with the story of Noah when the flood waters begin to recede and God brings 

the ark with its crew and passengers to dry land; “But God remembered Noah.” 

(Genesis 8:1)  Not “I remember” but “God remembers.”  Jonah congratulates 

himself for his piety.  “Those who worship vain idols forsake their true loyalty, he 

prays.”  Who does Jonah have in mind here?  In the context of the story would it be 

the mariners who Jonah is convinced won’t stick with loyalty to Jehovah.  

Remember Jesus told the story of the two who went up to pray and the Pharisee 

prayed, “I’m glad I’m not like those really bad sinners.”  Is this Jonah? 

 

If our prayer—the one of desperation springing from our hearts—were put in print 

as Jonah’s for all to examine what would be our blind spots?  We would like to 

think, having experienced personally the amazing mercy of God like Jonah, we 

would be merciful towards others.  But do we have blind spots?  I asked you last 

week if you would like Jonah to be your pastor.  This week I ask you, knowing 

now what you know of Jonah, are we happy to have him in the pew next to us 

singing the praises of God? The marvel of God’s mercy is that God treats him as 

his own; and, we remember, God also treats us as his own.  There is also some 
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humour in this story.  Jonah, proud of his piety as he was, ends up on a beach 

somewhere in a pile of fish vomit.   

 

One thing Jonah gets right is the last line of his prayer, Deliverance (salvation) 

belongs to the Lord!  The Lord is the One, and the only One, who can and does 

save.  Think for a moment about when you became a believer.  Some can point to 

an hour and a day.  Like an alarm clock going off and we hit the ground believing.  

For others it was a process of hearing the gospel over time and coming to a point 

where we realize I do believe.  This is more like those of us who awaken slowly as 

little by little the light of dawn increases until sunrise.  Some are like me and don’t 

recall a time when you did not believe.  However each of us has come to believe, 

we know that it was the Lord’s doing as he made himself known to us.   

 

Perhaps there are some who have yet to count themselves as believers.  You hear 

the scriptures read and explained and sense something compelling you.  The Bible 

makes plain that this is God pursuing us as he did Jonah.  Today is a good day to 

begin.  To reach out in prayer and welcome Jesus into your life.  Jonah, for all his 

problems, is correct.  Salvation belongs to the Lord.   

 


