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TEACH 

We are in our second week of a four-week series on the book of Jonah.  

It is a story that is very familiar to most of us, and yet we are digging in to find hopefully 
new lessons in it. 

Last week, as we read and discussed chapter 1, we saw how big a pickle Jonah got 
himself into.  

God wanted Jonah to go preach a message of repentance to the Assyrian capital of 
Nineveh.  

But Jonah had other ideas. He didn’t want to walk into what was certain to be a death 
trap.  

He didn’t want to go tell his oppressors that they needed to stop their evil ways and turn 
to God.  

So he hopped on a ship headed in the exact opposite direction from Nineveh. While on 
the boat, a storm kicked up and the crew threw Jonah overboard.  

While bobbing up and down in the Mediterranean Sea, a huge fish came along and 
swallowed him whole.  

And the last thing we read was that Jonah was in the belly of the fish for three days and 
nights. 

Three days and nights? Seriously?  

Jonah was in there for 72 hours?! 

No, chances are that the fish’s stomach wasn’t much bigger than Jonah.  

It was likely a very tight fit.  

And probably pretty hot and humid and dark, and probably pretty stinky to boot.  

And then there were all those digestive acids and juices.  

I’m sure Jonah wasn’t the only thing that giant fish had eaten recently.  

Jonah was probably surrounded by half-digested fish and was probably in the process 
of being digested himself. 
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And after three days of this, we pick up in chapter 2. 

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 deep in the realm of the dead I called for help, 
    and you listened to my cry. 
You hurled me into the depths, 
    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, Lord my God, 
    brought my life up from the pit. 
“When my life was ebbing away, 
    I remembered you, Lord, 
and my prayer rose to you, 
    to your holy temple. 
“Those who cling to worthless idols 
    turn away from God’s love for them. 
But I, with shouts of grateful praise, 
    will sacrifice to you. 
What I have vowed I will make good. 
    I will say, ‘Salvation comes from the Lord.’” 
 
And the Lord commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land. 
 

You might be wondering, what took him so long to finally come to his senses.  

This is purely speculation, but I wonder if Jonah was just waiting to die.  

I wonder if he thought that God was angry with him for running away and this was his 
punishment, a slow and painful death in the belly of a fish.  
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Maybe after 72 hours he realized that God was sparing his life, so he’d better make 
things right with his Maker. 

Now, if you’re reading along, you might notice the words on the page appear differently 
than the ones in chapter 1.  

Jonah’s prayer is written in verse form; it’s a poem. But why is it a poem? 

Poetry is used to express deep emotions, emotions that run deeper than what regular 
words and sentences can express.  

There are ordinary emotions that we feel every day, and there are ordinary words to 
express those emotions.  

Emotions like happiness, sadness, or annoyance.  

Then there are deeper emotions, ones that we have difficulty putting into words.  

This is where poetry comes into play.  

A poet is someone who is able to articulate those feelings the rest of us cannot. Have 
you ever heard a song (poetry put to music) or read a poem and said, “I know exactly 
what that feels like”?  

You probably said that because the poet or singer was able to put into words feelings 
that you had not previously been able to express. 

Look at some of the things that Jonah says in this prayer/poem: 

From deep in the realm of the dead I called for help, 
    and you listened to my cry. 
 
You hurled me into the depths, 
    into the very heart of the seas, 
    and the currents swirled about me; 
all your waves and breakers 
    swept over me. 
 
“When my life was ebbing away, 
    I remembered you, Lord, 
and my prayer rose to you, 
    to your holy temple. 
 

These are just a few examples, but those words express feelings of deep despair and 
desperation.  

Jonah is not only at rock bottom, he is below rock bottom… literally.  

In the belly of a fish he is probably tens of feet, if not hundreds of feet, below sea level.  
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But emotionally and spiritually, Jonah has sunk even deeper.  

He understands that he has sinned by running away from God.  

This has turned very personal for Jonah.  

His sin wasn’t against any person or some abstract idea of a God somewhere out there.  

Jonah knows that his sin is against God and God alone.  

And no matter whether he lives or dies, he needs to make things right with God.  

He understands that even if he doesn’t make it out of the fish’s belly, that God is his 
only source of hope and redemption. 

We see how this prayer has turned personal in the first couple of lines. Here they are 
again. 

“In my distress I called to the Lord, 
    and He answered me. 
 
From deep in the realm of the dead I called for help, 
    and you listened to my cry. 
 

Ancient Jewish poetry had a rhyme scheme different from what we have in English.  

These poets would rhyme ideas rather than words or sounds.  

So in these lines, we have the repetition, or “rhyming,” of this idea: “I got myself into one 
heck of a mess; I cried out to God for help; and God heard me.”  

But notice the difference in the pronouns between the two pairs of lines. In the first pair, 
Jonah says, “HE answered me;” in the second pair, he says, “YOU listened to my cry.”  

God is not just some being out there who might hear me; God becomes a very personal 
being who is personally interested in what Jonah is going through. 

There is no real action in this chapter; there is a pause in the story to focus on Jonah’s 
prayer of repentance.  

Even though the narrative doesn’t go anywhere, there are several important lessons 
that we can take away from chapter 2. 

First, do you remember how long Jonah was in the belly of the fish before he prayed 
this prayer? That’s right, three days.  

Three days of soaking in stomach acid and stewing in his regret.  

We already speculated about why he might have waited so long, but the question we 
need to ask ourselves is why do we wait so long to repent of our sin and cry out to God? 
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We talked last week about how Jonah ended up in belly of the whale but it seems, 
based on the last verse of chapter 2, that God was perhaps waiting for that prayer from 
Jonah to cause the fish to vomit him out onto the shore. 

When we walk away from God, we often find ourselves in a metaphorical “belly of the 
fish.” It may be a bad or broken relationship or in detention at school or grounded by our 
parents.  

But we shouldn’t wait until we are absolutely miserable, or until we are, again 
metaphorically speaking, at death’s door before we cry out to God for help and 
forgiveness. 

Our God is not a vengeful God.  

He is not out to get us.  

When we mess up, when we walk away, when we sin, God’s greatest desire is to 
restore the relationship between us and Him.  

God has done His part in paying for our sins through Christ’s death on the cross, but we 
need to do our part and confess our sins.  

1 John 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins, He (God) is faithful and just and will 
forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 

God wants to forgive our sins. He wants to reconnect with us. So why wait? You don’t 
have to stay in the belly of the fish. 

The second lesson is that there are no limits to God’s love and forgiveness.  

No matter how far we try to run away.  

No matter how bad of a sin we commit.  

Even if we end up in the belly of a fish in the middle of the ocean.  

God still loves us and wants to forgive us and restore His relationship with us. 

Psalm 139:7-12 tells us this. 

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,” 
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even the darkness will not be dark to you; 
    the night will shine like the day, 
    for darkness is as light to you. 
 

There is nowhere we can hide from God.  

God knows all and sees all.  

And since God knows everything and still loves us and desires a relationship with us, 
why would we wait to come back to Him.  

We need to learn from Jonah’s mistakes.  

We need to not run away from God in the first place.  

But if we do, we need to not wallow in our sin.  

We need to not hang out in the fish’s belly.  

We need to go running back to our God who loves us dearly. 

Now our story is only half over.  

We’re going to leave Jonah sitting on the beach after being vomited out by the fish.  

You’ll have to wait until next week to see what he does next. 

 


