Scripture’s Scary Story #2

“Terror Turned to Trust”

Jonah 2:1-10

What makes a nightmare terrifying to you? We would probably all answer that question differently. For some it may be falling from a great height; for others it may be being trapped in a burning building; for yet others it may be drowning. While all of those are fearsome, for me it is being tied up so I can’t move or being in such an enclosed space that I can’t move. The idea of being buried alive or put in a container where I couldn’t move is horrifying to me. Of course all of these things—and more—are regularly featured in horror movies coming out of Hollywood.

In Scripture’s scary story—the book of Jonah—the prophet faces a combination of terrifying situations recorded in Jonah chapter two. What the Bible records, though, is not screams or struggles but, of all things, a prayer. And this prayer does not come in a quiet moment of relief or during the normal circumstances of life; it is offered to God in the midst of a real-life horror experience beyond description.
 The twist in the story is as surprising as the situation is scary. This morning we see “Terror Turned to Trust.”

Jonah’s Frightful Position

We begin with the frightful position Jonah finds himself as recorded in Jonah 1:17, “But the Lord provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three days and three nights.” While this serves as the final verse of chapter one in our English translations, the Hebrew text has this as the opening verse of chapter two.

The author leaves us in no doubt that God was responsible for Jonah’s rescue. The verb translated “provided” literally means “appointed,” and appears in Jonah 4:6, 7, and 8, and refers in each instance to God’s ability to control nature as He desires. In each case, God orchestrated circumstances to teach Jonah something he needed to know.

Unlike Jonah, this great fish obeys its Master and is present when needed. Can you imagine if it were one of us? We would spend so much time arguing with God or asking Him questions that poor Jonah would have drowned before we got there! 

The obedience of animals contrasting with the disobedience of humankind is a theme frequently mentioned in Scripture. The prophet Isaiah in Isaiah 1:3 contrasts the domestic animals who know their owner with God’s people who fail to know him: “The ox knows its owner, and the ass its master’s crib; but Israel does not know, my people does not understand.”
 First it was the pagan sailors whose integrity put Jonah to shame; now it is a sea creature.

Controversy swirls over the nature of this fish. Traditionally it has been identified as a whale, though the original Hebrew term means “fish.” I am not entering into that argument this morning. Many object that a whale—or any other fish—could not swallow a human whole and have the human survive the ordeal although history has recorded such incidents to have occurred. In 1891, the crew of the whaling ship The Star of the East spotted a large sperm whale in the vicinity of the Falkland Islands. Two boats launched, and, in a short time, one of the harpooners was able to spear the whale but not before the second boat capsized. One man drowned, and another man named James Bartley was lost at sea and presumed dead.

The whale was killed and drawn to the side of the ship. As was the custom, they began to remove the blubber from the whale while still at sea. The next day, the crew got out their crane and hoisted up the stomach of the whale to the deck of the ship. When it was opened, much to the shock of all on board, James Bartley was found alive—unconscious—but alive. They were able to revive him, and he lived to tell the story. There were some permanent reminders of his brief sojourn into the whale’s stomach however. The gastric juices of the whale had bleached his skin pure white. All the hair of his body was gone, and his eyes were a piercing light blue color. But he survived.

I’m getting ahead of myself, though. When Jonah was tossed overboard into the sea, the storm was still raging. We are not told how long he struggled to stay afloat—perhaps he had already spent his strength and was sinking into the water when the fish arrived. Many feel that drowning is the worst way to die, so imagine the terror Jonah must have felt in those moments. No doubt he expected to die in the waters of the sea, but instead he found himself inside the fish.

Have you ever pictured that scene? Imagine the shark from the movie Jaws, only bigger! Instead of a shark taking a bite out of you, this huge fish swallows you whole! Upon entering the fish’s mouth, you would be surrounded by complete darkness. You couldn’t see what was coming toward you—probably smaller live fish also swallowed. Think about how slimy the tongue and throat would be, not to mention the walls of the stomach. Eww! And the smell! How awful! Sure, the fish saved Jonah from drowning by swallowing him. On the other hand, he was still in a watery prison.
 And for how long? 
One other note about his conditions: the stomachs of whales are very hot inside—between 105 and 108 degrees. Later he describes himself as being wrapped in seaweed with fish smacking him in the face.
 “Unbearable” doesn’t seem a sufficient word here; “frightful” does.
We might wonder, “Why did God send a fish?” He could have appointed a great bird to transport him to dry land; instead He appointed the great fish. The Lord does not usually protect us from the consequences of our own choices and actions. In His grace and faithfulness towards us, He comes with us into the consequences of our choices in order to save us there. Jonah had chosen the sea as his escape route; it is there that the Lord awaits him. Salvation is not [so much] the Lord God taking us out of our mess, but God meeting us within it.

Jonah’s Forthright Prayer

In this frightful position comes the forthright prayer of Jonah. Reading 2:1-7,

From inside the fish Jonah prayed to the Lord his God. He said: “In my distress I called to the Lord, and he answered me. From the depths of the grave I called for help, and you listened to my cry. You hurled me into the deep, into the very heart of the seas, and the currents swirled about me; all your waves and breakers swept over me. I said, ‘I have been banished from your sight; yet I will look again toward your holy temple.’ The engulfing waters threatened me, the deep surrounded me; seaweed was wrapped around my head. To the roots of the mountains I sank down; the earth beneath barred me in forever. But you brought my life up from the pit, O Lord my God. When my life was ebbing away, I remembered you, Lord, and my prayer rose to you, to your holy temple.”

Notice verse one begins, “From inside the fish Jonah prayed to the Lord his God.” Jonah wasn’t praying when he ran to Joppa. He wasn’t praying when he got on the boat and paid the fare. He wasn’t even praying when the storm came and the sinners chastised him for his disobedience. He didn’t pray until he got swallowed. Some of us are not going to get right with God until we are swallowed, until God puts us in a place so tight that going to Him in prayer is the only thing left to do. Jonah could have repented anywhere along the line, but it took this frightful circumstance to turn him back to God.

Some translations read, “Then Jonah prayed,” suggesting that it was at the end of the three days and three nights when Jonah turned to the Lord for help. But we shouldn’t press the word “then” too far. The Hebrew text simply reads, “And Jonah prayed.”
 In fact, at the very start of his prayer Jonah refers to an earlier petition he uttered soon after being hurled into the water. As is typical in Hebrew poetry the same set of actions are expressed in two slightly differing ways: Jonah cried for help and God answered.
 Jonah’s seemingly hopeless circumstances make him acutely aware of his helplessness, and he cries out in prayer, thankful he has not been drowned.
 This marks an altered feeling toward God, for just a few days ago Jonah was fleeing from God and trying to avoid his presence as best as he could, even hiding deep in the hold of the ship.

Jonah’s words portray vividly his descent beneath the waves. In verse 5 we see Jonah, surrounded on every side, as a prisoner of the sea. “The engulfing waters threatened me” can be translated, “the waters were at my throat.” He may have been struggling to stay afloat, trying to keep the sea water out of his mouth and nose. Even the seaweed binds itself around him. Try as he may, Jonah cannot free himself from his watery prison. In verse 6 we read the phrase, “to the roots of the mountains,” which occurs only here in the whole of the Old Testament. Jonah descends to the lowest depths of the sea. He sees this as a descent towards the world of the dead: the earth beneath barred me in forever. Once in Sheol, Jonah would be imprisoned there forever.

In verse 7 Jonah says, “When my life was ebbing away…” These initial words have been translated in a variety of ways: “When my soul fainted within me”; “As my senses failed me”; “When I felt my life slipping away.” The Hebrew verb conveys the idea of growing faint or losing consciousness. On the brink of passing out for lack of oxygen, Jonah’s thoughts suddenly turn to God.

One interesting component of this prayer is that, while only eight short verses in length, it contains seven quotations from the book of Psalms.
 And these had to have come from his memory—he had no scrolls of Scripture with him, and even if he had, he could not have read them in the dark! How wise of Jonah to memorize the Word of God; because being able to quote the Scriptures, especially the Book of Psalms, gave him light in the darkness and hope in his seemingly hopeless situation.
 How important it is to have God’s Word in our mind when we are in desperate times.

I recall my dad lying in bed the night before he died, struggling in a condition called “terminal restlessness.” Over and over he would moan, “Why?” but once the word changed to “Where?” He then quoted Psalm 121:1-2, “Where does my help come from? My help comes from the Lord, the Maker of heaven and earth.” In those moments God’s Word can bring great relief, but only if we have hidden it in our hearts.

Jonah not only bemoans his situation, though. In this prayer he recognizes that “you cast me into the deep, into the heart of the seas” (verse 3). Jonah acknowledged that God was disciplining him and that he deserved it.
 Throughout this prayer, Jonah is not concerned primarily about being rescued from the cavity of this great fish; no, he was more concerned about being abandoned by God! So, he prayed from the depths of the sea and from the belly of the fish.
 And, as Corrie ten Boom said, “There is no pit so deep that our God is not deeper still.”

Something else about this prayer that may surprise us: Jonah begins to praise God and dedicate himself before he has any assurance that he will escape from the fish by some supernatural deliverance. This is important to notice. It is when he realizes the grace of God that He restores the broken Creator-creature relationship. That’s the real deliverance—not the release from the fish.

Jonah’s response to affliction is an object lesson for us on how to react when we encounter trials: God is worthy of praise regardless of our circumstances. Though it may seem counterintuitive, it is a mark of Christian maturity.
 As James 1:2-4 says, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.”
Jonah’s Faithful Promise

Jonah’s prayer concludes in verses 8-9 with the faithful promise, “Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs. But I, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you. What I have vowed I will make good. Salvation comes from the Lord.” 
At the climax of the prayer, he speaks of hesed, a key biblical word often translated as “steadfast love” or “grace,” appearing 248 times in the Old Testament.
 It refers to the covenant love of God. It takes the whole prayer for Jonah to get there—to a declaration about God’s grace—but when he does, his circumstances change.

“Salvation comes from the Lord” is a direct quote from Psalm 3:8.
 The word for “salvation” is from the same Hebrew term—yeshua—that the names Joshua, Hosea, Isaiah and Jesus are derived.
 This verse is literally the middle verse of the book.
 Tim Keller observes,
Jonah’s prayer ends with a shout. As he has been piecing together the constituent parts of a doctrine of grace, the wonder of it dawns on him, and in a climactic statement he says, “Salvation comes only from the Lord!” Some have called this text the central verse of the Scriptures, or at least, it expresses with great economy of language the main point of the entire Bible.

Then Jonah closes his prayer by uttering some solemn vows to the Lord, vows that he really intended to keep.
 We are not told in detail what these vows are, but he says, in effect, “Lord, what I told You I’m going to do, I’m going to do.” Perhaps this refers to his original vow as a prophet to preach the Word of God.
 Either way, the prodigal prophet has finally come to his senses and has returned to his Father. (Sound vaguely familiar?)
Chapter two concludes with verse 10, “And the Lord commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land.” God releases Jonah from the fish even though, as will become obvious soon, his repentance is only partial. Yet the merciful God patiently works with us, flawed and clueless though we are.
 From an experience of rebellion and discipline, Jonah turns to an experience of repentance and dedication, and God graciously gives him a new beginning.
 Even though Jonah had not asked for or anticipated this release, he was given a second chance. Jonah correctly sought the Lord first and then it was that God, as He so often does, gave the prophet a greater blessing as well.
 His terror turned to trust, and God showed that He was not done with Jonah yet.

The text does not say where Jonah was deposited on the land, but it may well be that the great fish took Jonah right back to Joppa from where he had started his flight from God, or somewhere in that vicinity.

Greg Laurie imagines what that scene must have been like for people out sunbathing at the beach:

“Nice day today,” says one.

“Looks like a good swell,” says another.

“What’s that coming in? Is that a ship?”

“It looks like a—a—a whale! It’s actually coming right up to the shore. In fact it’s coming right up on the beach!”

Suddenly this massive whale opens its mouth and makes a huge retching sound. It begins to vomit, and amidst a pile of tangled seaweed and decomposed fish rolls out the one and only Jonah. He has no hair. His skin is bleached white. His eyes are piercing light blue. He’s probably wrapped in seaweed. And no doubt he stinks to high heaven.

The terror of being in the whale ends, but the nightmare for Jonah has not. Rather it has turned the page to another chapter, which we will consider next week.

Perhaps you feel like you are in a similar situation as Jonah. Maybe not literally, but you feel trapped, stuck, abandoned by God. You may think you have committed the unpardonable sin, or gone so far away from God that He would never want you back. Like the prodigal son, you may think God would never accept you back as His child.

But you know how that story ended…just like this chapter did. God’s grace is greater than all our sin, and He wants you to come back more than you want to be back. He is waiting for you to return with arms open wide…whether you smell like pig slop or the intestines of a great fish. 

Remember. 

Repent. 

Return.

He will receive you back.
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