Scripture’s Scary Story #1

“The Storm of Sin”

Jonah 1:1-17

“It was a dark and stormy night.” 

So begins the novel Snoopy begins several times but never finishes. This cliché line (which dates back to 1830) is a melodramatic way of introducing a scary story. Scary stories are popular this time of year, and so I thought it appropriate to look at Scripture’s scary story—the story of Jonah.

At first we might scoff at the notion that the story of Jonah is scary, probably because we are so familiar with it. (Others scoff at those who take the story literally.) Jonah is the best known of the twelve minor prophets. His story is told in countless children’s books, the famous episode of the fish being its most memorable feature.
 Jonah was different than most of the biblical prophets, though. Most prophets convey God’s Word by declaration. Jonah conveys it by illustration. Most prophets get their message across by recording their speeches. Jonah does this by telling his story.
 This month I want us to take a fresh look at this ancient story and observe some very scary truths that apply to our lives as well as to the biblical prophet’s.
The Rebellious Prophet

We begin with the rebellious prophet. Scripture’s scary story does not begin with the words, “It was a dark and stormy night,” but rather with the words of Jonah 1:1-2, “The word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai: ‘Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up before me.’” This is the usual way the Bible begins the story of one of the prophets. The word of the Lord came to them to convey his words and messages to Israel, especially in times of crisis.
 This expression is used over one hundred times in the Old Testament.

The prophet to whom the word of the Lord came is described as “Jonah the son of Amittai.” He hailed from a town called Gath-hepher, about three miles from Nazareth in the area that later came to be known as Galilee.
 Jonah is mentioned by name in 2 Kings 14:25, during the reign of King Jeroboam II (786–746 bc). Unlike his contemporaries Amos and Hosea, who criticized the royal administration for its injustice and sin, Jonah supported Jeroboam’s aggressive military policy to extend the nation’s power and influence. Jonah was intensely patriotic, a highly partisan nationalist.

This would have made Jonah a popular man in Israel, as his prediction had been fulfilled that the nation would regain lost territory from her enemies. Those were days of peace and prosperity for Israel, but divine judgment was coming.

So when the book opens with a command from the Lord to “get up and go,”
 we are not surprised. But when we see where Jonah was to go and preach, we may be as shocked as Jonah was when he first heard it. God instructed Jonah to go and preach against the “great city of Nineveh.” Nineveh was the capitol city of the Assyrian Empire, located on the banks of the Tigris River in what is today northern Iraq.
 Today its ruins lie opposite the city of Mosul.

Assyria was one of the cruelest and most violent empires of ancient times. Assyrian kings often recorded the results of their military victories, gloating of whole plains littered with corpses and of cities burned completely to the ground. The emperor Shalmaneser III is well known for depicting torture, dismembering, and decapitations of enemies in grisly detail on large stone relief panels. Assyrian history is as gory and bloodcurdling a history as we know. The Assyrians have been called a “terrorist state.” The empire had begun exacting heavy tribute from Israel during the reign of King Jehu (842–815 bc) and continued to threaten the Jewish northern kingdom throughout the lifetime of Jonah. In 722 bc it finally invaded and destroyed the northern kingdom of Israel and its capital, Samaria.

For Jonah, Nineveh simply meant the center of Assyrian power—the place from which ruthless armies moved out to subdue and conquer. Assyria loomed as a threat to Israel’s safety and survival. Nineveh was the epitome of everything Jonah hated in the Gentile world. It was a synonym for Godless tyranny. It was an idolatrous, sin-ridden city in Jonah’s mind, and nothing was more repulsive or repugnant than going there to preach repentance.
 Now, to denounce Nineveh in Israel would have guaranteed Jonah popularity, but to be called to go and denounce Nineveh to the Ninevites was unthinkable. In calling Jonah to go to Nineveh, God was calling him not only to face the unknown, but to relinquish his world view and to venture alone into a most feared and hated place in order to show God’s concern for his enemy. To Jonah the command was utterly absurd.
 

In the end, Jonah’s narrow patriotism took precedence over his theology.
 We read in verse 3, 

But Jonah ran away from the Lord and headed for Tarshish. He went down to Joppa, where he found a ship bound for that port. After paying the fare, he went aboard and sailed for Tarshish to flee from the Lord. 

God said to Jonah, “Get up and go,” and Jonah “got up and went”…in the opposite direction! Although alternatives have been suggested, southwest Spain remains the most likely location for Tarshish.
 It was perhaps the city of Tartessus in southwest Spain, a Phoenician mining colony near Gibraltar.
 It was believed that Tarshish lay on the outermost western rim of the world known to Israelites of the time. In short, Jonah did the exact opposite of what God told him to do. Called to go east, he went west. Directed to travel overland, he went to sea. Sent to the big city, he bought a one-way ticket to the end of the world.
 Whatever else we may say about Jonah’s reaction, it was clearly an act of disobedience.
 By fleeing Jonah announces emphatically his unwillingness to serve God. His action is nothing less than open rebellion.
 Warren Wiersbe writes,
When the Word of the Lord came to him, Jonah thought he could “take it or leave it.” However, when God’s Word commands us, we must listen and obey. Disobedience isn’t an option. “But why do you call Me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do the things which I say?” (Luke 6:46)

Whether you know the story or not, you can guess what happens next: Jonah’s ship runs into a problem. Verses 4-5 state, “Then the Lord sent a great wind on the sea, and such a violent storm arose that the ship threatened to break up. All the sailors were afraid and each cried out to his own god. And they threw the cargo into the sea to lighten the ship.” For me, this is where the story gets really scary. I don’t like storms. At all. It’s not the lightning and thunder that gets to me; I find strong winds unnerving. And this was a storm that had even professional sailors afraid! Verse 5 says they were “afraid”; verse 10 says they were “terrified”; and verse 16 says they “greatly feared” the Lord!

Not Jonah! He was below deck, sound asleep. In verse 6 the captain went to him and said, “How can you sleep? Get up and call on your god! Maybe he will take notice of us, and we will not perish.” He used the same Hebrew verb (“get up”) as in verse 1.

In verse 7 the sailors cast lots and the lot fell on Jonah. When questioned, Jonah admits that he is running from God. Later, in verse 11, they ask Jonah what must be done to get his God to calm the storm. “Throw me overboard,” he said, “and the storm will cease.” Some think this is a very noble gesture of Jonah, even to the point of making him a martyr. Jonah was no martyr. He could have just as easily said, “Look, fellas, if you’ll turn the ship around and take me back so that I can fulfill my mission, everything will be fine.” Instead, he would rather die than obey God!
 
The heathen sailors were not about the throw Jonah overboard, though. They had more integrity than the man of God! Chuck Swindoll notes, “Sometimes unsaved people have compassion that puts the saved to shame.” But in the end they toss Jonah overboard. The sea calms. The ship stabilizes. And Jonah gets what he wants. Or did he?

The Relentless Providence

At this point I want to go back to God, the relentless providence. The book of Jonah is not about a great fish (mentioned only four times), or a great city (named nine times), or even a disobedient prophet (mentioned eighteen times). It’s about God! God is mentioned 38 times in these four short chapters, and if you eliminated Him from the book, the story wouldn’t make sense.

We read in verse 4, “Then the Lord sent a great wind on the sea, and such a violent storm arose that the ship threatened to break up.” Jonah runs but God won’t let him go. Literally the verse says the Lord “hurled a great wind upon the sea.” The word “hurled” is often used for throwing a weapon such as a spear (1 Samuel 18:11). It is a vivid picture of God launching a mighty tempest onto the sea around Jonah’s boat.

Many years ago in England, there lived a man named Francis Thompson. Despite having studied for the priesthood and then the medical field, he found himself living out on the streets in London. He became addicted to opium and lived out of garbage cans. But God did not give up on him. Thompson later related his experience of being pursued by God through a beautiful poem titled “The Hound of Heaven.”

Jesus said in Luke 19:10, “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.” Elsewhere He likened Himself to a shepherd who goes searching for a wandering sheep. God does not give up on us easily, and He wasn’t giving up on Jonah. 

Even when Jonah gave up his will to live, God did not let him go that route. In verse 15 the sailors tossed Jonah overboard and the storm ceased. Verse 16 claims that the sailors “greatly feared the Lord” and offered a sacrifice and made vows to Him. Jonah sank beneath the waters, convinced this nightmare was about to end in a watery grave.

“But,” verse 17 begins, depicting a change in course. “But the Lord provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three days and three nights.” Again the Lord intervenes, not allowing Jonah to self-destruct. Instead of the scary story coming to a conclusion, it takes on a frightening new twist…one we will look next week!

The Relevant Propositions

For this week, I want to end with the relevant propositions coming from this first chapter of Jonah. More than a scary story to entertain, this tale has present applications for us all.

First, in the words of Timothy Keller, 

Every act of disobedience to God has a storm attached to it…. This is not to say that every difficult thing that comes into our lives is the punishment for some particular sin. The entire book of Job contradicts the common belief that good people will have lives that go well, and that if your life is going badly, it must be your fault. The Bible does not say that every difficulty is the result of sin—but it does teach that every sin will bring you into difficulty.

This image is powerful because even in our technologically advanced society, we cannot control the weather. You cannot bribe a storm or baffle it with logic and rhetoric. Numbers 32:23 warns, “You may be sure that your sin will find you out.”
Here the results of Jonah’s disobedience are immediate and dramatic. There is a mighty storm directed right at Jonah. Its suddenness and fury are something even the pagan sailors can discern as being of supernatural origin. That is not the norm, however. The results of sin are often more like the physical response you have to a debilitating dose of radiation. You don’t suddenly feel pain the moment you are exposed. It isn’t like a bullet or sword tearing into you. You feel quite normal. Only later do you experience symptoms, but by then it is too late.
 As Charles Stanley points out, “You reap what you sow, more than you sow, and later than you sow.”
 The storm may not immediately accompany the sin, but it will.

Sadly, the storm does not only affect the sinner. The sailors were caught up in the storm as well. When we decide to rebel against God, the ripple effects of our rebellion may sweep across the lives of many undeserving people—especially those closest to us. Too bad more people don’t consider that before making a terrible choice.

Another relevant proposition is that when we go our own way, we pay a price. It is easy to gloss over a phrase in verse 3: “He went down to Joppa, where he found a ship bound for that port. After paying the fare, he went aboard and sailed for Tarshish to flee from the Lord.” As Tony Evans puts it, “When you run from the will of God, you get to pick up the tab. Whenever you defy God, you pay the freight.”
 From the language used some scholars have concluded that the fare Jonah paid hired the whole ship for his use. Whether or not this is the case, the fare would have been substantial.
 Sin may offer a free ride, but it is never without cost.

Finally, we see in this opening chapter of Jonah that “the only problem with running from God is that when you get to where you are going, He has already been there waiting for you.”
 David wrote in Psalm 139:7-12, 

Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast. If I say, “Surely the darkness will hide me and the light become night around me,” even the darkness will not be dark to you; the night will shine like the day, for darkness is as light to you.

To think we can run away from God is preposterous. To think we can rebel against God without paying a price is foolish. To think we can sin without experiencing a storm is just plain scary. 

Whether it’s a dark and stormy night or not.
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