
Sermon 4: Jonah 1:17-2:9: The sign of Jonah
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INTRODUCTION

One of the major stumbling blocks to people accepting the book of Jonah is the issue of ‘the
big fish.’  Modern man has spurned the story thinking that is it absolutely impossible that a 
man could be swallowed by a fish and live for three days.  Gleason Archer reports the 
following account:
“In February 1891, the whaling ship, Star of the East was in the vicinity of the Falkland 
Islands, and the lookout sighted a large sperm whale three miles away.  Two boats were 
lowered and in a short time one of the harpooners was enabled to spear the creature.  The 
second boat also attacked the whale, but was then upset by a lash of its tail, so that its crew
fell into the sea.  One of them was drowned, but the other, James Bartley, simply 
disappeared without a trace.  After the whale was killed, the crew set to work with axes and
spades, removing the blubber.  ‘They worked all day and part of the night.  The next day 
they attached some tackle to the stomach, which was hoisted on deck.  The sailors were 
startled by something in it which gave spasmodic signs of life, and inside was found the 
missing sailor, doubled up and unconscious. He was laid on the deck and treated to a bath 
of sea water which soon revived him.  At the end of the third week he was entirely 
recovered from the shock and resumed his duties….Has face, neck and hands were 
bleached to a deadly whiteness and took on the appearance of parchment.  Bartley affirms 
that he would probably have lived inside his house of flesh until he starved, for he lost his 
sense through fright and not through lack of air.”1

When I was in Bible College, my lecturer suggested that one of the reasons for Jonah’s 
success in his missions was his bleached white skin which agreed with a certain Assyrian 
prophecy, and also explains why he was so upset with the hot wind and loss of shade, since 
his skin was so sensitive.  The safest way to understand the swallowing by the fish is to see 
it as a miracle, Jonah was sustained miraculously by God, and that is the end of the matter. 
Now the NT tells us that Jonah in the belly of the fish is the sign that Jesus will give the 
Jews who were asking for a sign, so as we continue with our study in ch2, we will be looking
at Jonah’s experience, and then how this experience points us to Christ.  

Jonah

Believers have been known to sing and pray at very strange times.  We have countless 
stories of martyrs who have had to have their tongues cut out because they would sing 
while burning.  Well, the whole of chapter 2 is a psalm written by Jonah as v1 tell us, ‘from 
the belly of the fish.’  What is interesting about this prayer is that it is the first recorded 
prayer by Jonah in the book and it is a prayer of rejoicing and thanksgiving for the grace of 
God.  Jonah had been drowning in the sea (v5-6), but then Jonah prayed to God (v7), and 
this has occasioned a psalm of thanksgiving that rehearses the grace of God who has saved 
an unworthy and disobedient servant.  Several features of Jonah’s psalms are worth pointing
out.

1 Gleason L. Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, (Chicago, Moody Press: 1994), p350.



Firstly, as intimated, the belly of a fish is a very strange place to be grateful and construct a 
song of praise.  How is one able to be in such a predicament and still be able to rejoice in 
God?  Well, if you realise that you have been forgiven a massive sin debt, and undeservedly 
saved from worse than what you are presently suffering, and what you are presently 
suffering is deserved because of your sins, then rejoicing in being saved from a greater evil 
is possible.  And this is where every Christian stands.  We live in a fallen world where we 
might not be in the belly of a fish, but some of us will find ourselves in the belly of grief, 
cancer, diabetes, poverty, imprisonment, persecution, etc.  And in the midst of our 
difficulties we are able to see that although things are not perfect immeasurable grace has 
been extended to us.  A modern day version of glorifying God is to be grateful to God when 
your life is a demonstrable success, when you are rich, healthy, beautiful, in good shape and
being responsible for your health, this is not what we see in Jonah.  Here is a disobedient 
servant, who has caused a difficult situation by his own disobedience, he has been saved 
from the brink of death; the grace of God has hounded him to the bottom of the ocean, and
so he rejoices in God.  And so in v1 he talks about being moved from the belly of Sheol to 
the belly of the fish.  “I called out to the LORD, out of my distress, and he answered me;
out of the belly of Sheol I cried, and you heard my voice.”

Secondly, notice the grace of God to Jonah in the 11th hour.  He was in the belly of Sheol 
(v1), Sheol was thought to have a gate with iron bars, Jonah talks about going to the land 
whose bars has closed him in, “I went down to the land whose bars closed upon me 
forever;” (v6).  By his descriptions we see him sinking to the bottom of the ocean (v5), with 
sea weed wrapped around his head (v5) and he was losing consciousness (v7).  Yet God 
had mercy, just like the thief on the cross.  We should not take God’s grace for granted and 
think to ourselves that we will repent on our death beds, we should repent while we can.  
However, let us not lose sight of the gracious God who saves from deaths door.  

Thirdly, notice the belief in God’s providence by Jonah in v3, “For you cast me into the deep,
into the heart of the seas, and the flood surrounded me; all your waves and your billows 
passed over me.”  God was ultimately responsible and in control, and there is no hint of 
blame by Jonah, but still the certain belief in the sovereignty of God.  

Fourthly, notice Jonah’s confidence in the grace of God.  “Then I said, 'I am driven away
from your sight; yet I shall again look upon your holy temple.”  V4.  These two statements 
do not seem to line up, on the one hand Jonah says that he is driven away from God’s sight,
no doubt language expressing the displeasure of God at Jonah’s actions.  Adding to this we 
would expect sentiments of hopelessness, a forlorn despair, but instead we have the second
part of v4, ‘yet I shall again look upon your holy temple.’  These apparently opposite ideas 
flow from a deep understanding of God’s true character.  God is a holy God who is 
displeased with sin, even in His own people, and as a Father does act in discipline, yet He is 
also quick to forgive when we repent.  If we have a one sided view of God as all holy, we 
will be full of despair and only have the first part of v4, and some because they cannot 
tolerate it, or square it with other parts of the scriptures sacrifice it for all love.  And if we 
have a God who is all love and not holy, we will experience God’s waves and billows and not
submit ourselves to His discipline but complain and chaff under it.  Jonah has a fully orbed 
view of God.  Holy and gracious, He is a God who disciplines and forgives.  So we feel both 
guilt and hope; sorrow and rejoicing.    
  
Fifthly, notice the change of heart in Jonah towards the nations.  “Those who pay regard to 
vain idols forsake their hope of steadfast love.”  Here Jonah sees clearly how lost idolaters 
are after he has experienced the faithfulness of God.  The question is, is Jonah displaying 



his imperfect repentance and is betraying a sense of superiority, or is he in sympathy with 
those who are idolaters?  It is hard to know but I take it as sympathy.  Those words, 
‘steadfast love’ are words used to describe God’s covenant love.  Having experienced it 
afresh Jonah thinks about the idolaters on the ship, the idolaters in Nineveh, and he sees 
their true plight, they do not have God as their Father, Shepherd, and King.  Therefore they 
do not have, ‘HOPE!’  They have no confidence in the future, they do not know if their god 
is strong enough or willing enough to do them good; and if they sin will he forgive them? 
They have no hope!  But we have a God who has promised Himself to us as a husband to a 
bride, ‘I will be your God and you will be my people.’  Like Jonah, we must allow every 
token and reminder of God’s goodness cause us to see the hopeless situation of the lost.  
Jonah will fall from this conviction later, it will be swallowed up in his self-pity, but for now 
he has had his priorities realigned, and his sight cleared.

Sixthly, notice the commitment to rededicate his life to God in v9, “But I with the voice of 
thanksgiving will sacrifice to you; what I have vowed I will pay.”  Jonah does describe what 
he has vowed, but given his commission and his ensuing action of preaching to the 
Ninevites, it does not take much imagination to guess that he had vowed to fulfil the call to 
preach to the nations.  When God saved a guilty sinner, this is the normal knee jerk 
response.  When God forgives you your sins again, this is the response that we should feel. 
We should want others to hear, we should want to go and walk into an alien situation; a 
dangerous situation; taking a message that the world does not want to hear; accepting all of
the consequences, because God has done so much for us.  If we want to speak about the 
secret of Jonah’s new obedience, it is no secret, it is the gospel of grace.  Seeing and feeling
grace again, you are happy to give it all to God again.  This is why we must continue to feed
upon the Gospel regularly; to confess our sins and here the pronouncement of our sins 
forgiven regularly.  

Finally, Jonah ends with a profound theological conclusion, “Salvation belongs to the LORD!”
This certainly is a pregnant idea.  Firstly, it has a very simple meaning of, God does answer 
prayer and save His people.  This is the way that David meant it in Ps 3:8, and in that psalm
David was fleeing from Absalom and people were saying, God is not going to save him this 
time (Ps 3:2).  Secondly, given the context of God warning the nations to repent we need to
see this verse as being one where Jonah learnt a lesson about God wanting to save people 
he did not want saved.  Jonah was a faithful Israelite but who begrudged salvation to the 
nations, he wanted them to suffer vengeance not salvation.  Just like John and James who 
wanted to call down fire on the Samaritan villages in the Gospels.  God is the one who 
decides who will be saved not us, salvation is His to give not ours, He is boss and His will is 
sovereign.  “So then he has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he 
wills.”  (Romans 9:18).  Thirdly, given the immense free grace that God extended to Jonah 
in forgiving, saving and reemploying him, salvation can never be something that we buy or 
earn, it has to some by grace. 

Jesus

The most important part of the message of Jonah is not that God is compassionate, or that 
we should be faithful missionaries, but rather Jonah as he stands as a sign pointing us to 
Christ.  The prophecy of Jonah is unique among the Minor Prophets because where every 
other prophet is made up of prophecies, the point of Jonah is not his prophecies, but the 
story itself.  In other words, if you were reading through the Minor Prophets thoughtfully 
looking at the way in which each one was written, Jonah would stand out as unique because
the whole book is a story where the others are pretty much all prophecy.  This should stand 



out in your minds and point you to the important part of the book that we should be 
drawing on. 
 If every book of the Bible is about Jesus, about salvation, about the New Creation, and the 
work of restoring sinners to God; how does Jonah point us to that concern?  Jesus answers 
this question for us in Matt 12:38-42, “Then some of the scribes and Pharisees answered 
him, saying, "Teacher, we wish to see a sign from you." 39 But he answered them, "An evil 
and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of 
the prophet Jonah. 40 For just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the 
great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. 
41 The men of Nineveh will rise up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it, for
they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater than Jonah is here.
42 The queen of the South will rise up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it,
for she came from the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon, and behold, 
something greater than Solomon is here.”  Jesus points out that the story is the message, 
what happened to him is a sign, and as a sign it was a type.  Jonah was a sign that spoke to
those around him, highlighting certain truths, but he was also a type of Christ, 
foreshadowing something and someone greater.  

What is a sign and how does it differ from a regular miracle?  A miracle is a supernatural act
of power, sometime a miracle has no further purpose than to heal a sick person, or 
accomplish a needed act, e.g. get Peter out of prison.  However, often miracles have a 
secondary purpose, they are meant to communicate information to us, these miracles are 
then called signs.  Just as regular sign posts indicate in a zoo that you are looking at a 
certain breed of antelope or bird, so miracles draw our attention to something a indicate its 
importance.  John in his Gospel talks a lot about signs.  In fact he only documents 7 major 
miracles of Christ and calls them signs, and they have a theological function in the book.  So
when He heals the man born blind, it is followed with the statement that He is the light of 
the world, or when He feeds the 5 000 He calls Himself the Bread from Heaven.  The signs 
in John point to Jesus identity and work, they draw our attention to Jesus confirming His 
identity.  Signs are not random displays of power but intentional miracles that point us to 
something important.  Jonah’s rescue from death in the sea, and his being in the belly of the
fish for 3 days is called a sign, a miracle that was not merely about saving Jonah’s life but 
intended to point beyond itself.  It was pointing to Christ’s death burial and resurrection, 
and the fact that he too would experience resurrection on the third day.  

Now we need to look at that phrase ‘three days and three nights,’ for as we look at the 
Gospel we know that Jesus was crucified on Friday, in the tomb on Saturday and rose on 
Sunday.  So that He rose on the third day, but He was only two nights in the grave.  Is 
there a discrepancy here?  Now some have tried to argue that Jesus was killed on a 
Thursday, to make in the grave three days and three nights, but this would then make Him 
rise on the fourth day, and would make it contradict other statements in the Scripture (1 Cor
15:4).  The best explanation is to see this phrase as a Hebraism, a Hebrew way of speaking,
the ESV study Bible notes on Matt 12:40 explain it this way. “Three days and three nights in 
Jewish reckoning is inclusive, meaning no more than three days or the combination of any 
part of three separate days.  Jesus was raised ‘in three days’ although He was buried Friday 
afternoon and resurrected Sunday morning (i.e., part of Friday is day one, all of Saturday is 
day two, and part of Sunday is day three).”  

Jonah’s time in the belly of the fish was a type of death, burial and resurrection.  Jonah 
himself did not die, but his being in the belly for three days is what Christ is pointing to.  
The Jews in Jesus day were looking for a sign that He was who He said He was.  They 
wanted a miracle to ratify the miracles.  Jesus told them that the only sign that would be 



given them is His death, burial and resurrection.  Is this a great sign?  The best, but Jesus 
tells us in one of His parables that even seeing a miracle of seeing someone risen from the 
dead will not save you (Luke 16:19-31).  Jesus uses this sign to bring the Jews attention to 
the importance of listening to His preaching.  For the Ninevites listened to Jonah’s 
preaching, but the Jews were not listening to His. (Matt 12:41).  He has just told them that 
they are evil people who have unregenerate hearts, and who are in danger of being judged 
(Matt 12:33-37).  

Jesus was a greater prophet than Jonah; a perfectly obedient servant where Jonah had 
been backslidden and sluggish; Jesus had a better deliverance on offer and call to 
repentance that Jonah; and Jesus had performed more miracles than Jonah had done; Jesus
had been a more compassionate preacher than Jonah—yet the Ninevites repented, and the 
Jews rejected Jesus.  The seriousness of this rejection continues to have relevance to any 
who reject Jesus today.  For Jesus has resurrected from the dead, the sign of Jonah has 
been given, but will people believe?  The sign of Jonah ends up being a serious sign of 
judgement for any who reject the call to repent and follow Christ.  The sign says, as surely 
as Jesus rose from the dead, so surely shall you be raised on the last day to stand before 
God to give an account of your lives, repent now that you may have your crimes against 
God washed away, or you will have to pay for them yourself and none of us will escape.  

  
     
  

  


