
Sermon 3: Jonah 1:7-16: Jonah and the Sailors

OUTLINE

Jonah’s apathetic witness
Jonah’s prophetic action
Jonah’s surprising converts

INTRODUCTION

‘Drawing straight lines with crooked sticks’, this is a one liner that I could write over this 
portion as we see God using an unwilling Jonah to do much more than he ever intended.  
Bringing good out of evil is another way we could summarise this portion.  Jonah is running 
from God and being disobedient in not calling Nineveh to repentance.  Jonah has brought 
ruin and judgement upon himself and the ships full of unbelieving sailors.  Jonah has ruined 
his witness, but God!  Despite Jonah God will use this attempt to damn gentiles to save 
gentiles.  God will use this attempt to hide his identity and his God to bring them to the 
forefront.  God will take this selfish prophet who wishes nothing but death on the unbeliever
to willingly give his life to save unbelievers.  The main application for us is not, is does not 
matter whether you sin or not God will make His will happen anyway.  By no means!  We 
have seen how painful disobedience is and how wrong.  No our encouragement comes from 
an argument from the greater to the lessor.  If this is how God can use someone who is 
trying hard to disobey what confidence can we have in God blessing our feeble obedience?  

As we deal with this portion of Jonah interacting with the sailors we want to look at it under 
three headings, firstly, Jonah’s apathetic witness; secondly, Jonah’s prophetic pattern; 
thirdly, Jonah’s surprising converts

Jonah’s apathetic witness

Jonah is a prophet.  The difference between a prophet and a priest is that a priest 
represents man to God bringing sacrifices and prayers on their behalf for their blessing.  A 
prophet represents God to man being a mouthpiece for Him.  Prophets then are 
ambassadors who represent God’s interests and communications.  Jonah like all the other 
prophets would have been called and set apart for this purpose.  It is this very purpose that 
he is rejecting.  Jonah only wants to obey when he agrees with God, or rather when God 
agrees with him.  He is unwilling to bear testimony on God’s behalf to Nineveh and it is 
apparent that he is tight lipped with the sailors as well.  Jonah as a prophet knows good and
well what is happening and why, God has sent a storm as a punishment upon a disobedient 
prophet.  But Jonah refuses to open his mouth and speak.  

How are you doing as a witness for God?  These sailors were oblivious to Jonah’s true 
identity.  He was being sinful and hiding it.  It would not benefit his agenda to let everyone 
know who he was and what he was supposed to be doing.  I am not asking you whether 
you are wearing a sandwich board announcing your faith, but do the people you work with 
know the real you or is it hidden?  We tend to hide our Christianity when we have 
something to hide, some sin that we are after and don’t want to be seen as a hypocrite.  I 
made it my practice in any job I worked in to let people know, in as natural a way as 
possible that I was a Christian.  I would try and set the one early by casually making 
reference to the church, the bible, making comments from a biblical worldview.  Obviously 
we want to avoid those reactionary remarks that set people off.  We should be seeking to be
winsome and honest.  I found that when people knew I was a Christian others would come 



and seek me out and ask questions about God and suffering and faith and other religions.  
Remember that we are called to be salt and light, we cannot glorify God with our good 
deeds if people don’t even know we are Christians.  

The sailors we see want an explanation for this otherworldly storm which has taken them, 
so they cast lots, v7, ‘And they said to one another, “Come, let us cast lots, that we may 
know on whose account this evil has come upon us.” So they cast lots, and the lot fell on 
Jonah.’  Prov. 16:33 says, ‘The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the 
Lord.’  Did God guide the lots of these unbelieving sailors to reveal Jonah?  Yes.  Does this 
mean that all lot using is legitimate?  No.  In the OT lots were used to discern God’s will, the
tribal portions of the land were designated according to lot, Num. 33:54.  But there are also 
other forms, those used by other religions for example which are not sanctioned by God.  
We are not saying that even these outcomes are not under God’s sovereignty, all things are.
God indulged the sailor’s use of the lot because He had a purpose in exposing Jonah.  In the
NT lots are used once and then put away.  God given wisdom and the Word are the ways 
we make godly choices today.  

This results in a list of questions, v8, ‘Then they said to him, “Tell us on whose account this 
evil has come upon us. What is your occupation? And where do you come from? What is 
your country? And of what people are you?”’  Good questions.  Why has this ‘evil’ come 
upon us?  In other words explain what terrible thing you have done that has brought these 
consequences.  What is your job?  These are question which might explain the source of the
problem.  Where are you from/what is your country/what people do you belong to?  These 
details would clue a person in.  These questions would answer the question in their minds as
to which god was doing this.  

Jonah answers and the order of his answers reveal his thinking, v9, ‘And he said to them, “I 
am a Hebrew, and I fear the Lord, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.”
Their first question was, what did you do to cause this?  He only reveals his sin last, v10.  
Instead what comes out first, is his racial identity, ‘I am a Hebrew.’  This is Jonah’s big 
problem.  Instead of seeing himself as a sinner save by grace first and foremost, he sees 
himself as a Jew.  Instead of sin and grace shaping his self-identity, it is his race and 
homeland that shape it.  This is the reason why he can’t agree with God loving and 
attempting to save the enemies of Israel, for he is a Jew before he is a sinner saved by 
grace.  Forgetting that you are a sinner saved by grace is that root problem in all 
relationship problems.  If you are angry at a spouse or a child for not doing your will, you 
have forgotten that you are a sinner not God, and they are sinners who will fail you.  You 
have forgotten the patience that God has had with you as you have indulged judgement day
against them.  Even if you are finding that you cannot reconcile with an enemy, or even be 
nice to them, it is because you have forgotten that you are a sinner saved by grace first and
foremost.  What is your identity rooted in?  Is it your gender, is it your occupation, is it your 
favourite type of music or hobby, is it your race, is it your family bloodline, is it your 
denomination, any of these and more can lead you into sin and to reacting to people sinfully
instead of from a gospel shaped heart.  

Secondly, Jonah mentions God.  Although this should have been first, at least he does not 
pull any punches and rightfully represents God, ‘the LORD, the God of heaven, who made 
the sea and the dry land.’  He uses the covenant name of God, YHWH.  He highlights God’s 
majesty in being the God of heaven, the God over all.  He also shows how YHWH is not a 
territorial deity that only rules over mountains or valleys or oceans, but all things, the sea 
and the land.  He is going against the religious worldviews of the sailors and presenting the 
biblical picture of God.



But notice how Jonah describes himself, ‘I fear the LORD.’  The wording means that he is a 
worshipper of God.  But it is quite obvious that Jonah is a hypocrite.  Fearing the Lord is the 
heart of biblical religion.  It does not mean that we cringe in craven fear before a God we 
think is a horrid dictator.  No, but it is a word fitting to the God who we do worship.  God is 
infinite in power and holiness, He is just and will punish sin, there is none that can stay His 
hand, and all must stand before Him to give an account for the life they have lived.  Biblical 
fear is an attempt to describe an appropriate way to stand before such a God.  It implies 
that He is powerful and just and cannot be toyed with, that He does punish the wicked.  
However, we also know that He is good and so this fear is more reverence and worship than
terror.  

Fear is a strong motivator, it is a strong emotive word that speaks about being in the grip of
a particular emotion.  This means that those who truly fear God will not be passive, 
indifferent and apathetic; they will have a certain alacrity in their obedience. This obedience 
will be a non-negotiable because God is not blind nor impotent to punish.  Hypocrisy flees 
the fear of God, disobedience is not tolerated by the fear of God, sin is the enemy of the 
fear of God.  This fear is stronger than all our other emotions when properly informed.  Our 
hatred of others will succumb to this fear, or at least it should.  Our fear of man is nothing 
compared to this.  Jonah says he fears God but His actions say otherwise.  Do you fear God?
Does it show?  Would others say you do?    
 
V10, ‘Then the men were exceedingly afraid and said to him, “What is this that you have 
done!” For the men knew that he was fleeing from the presence of the Lord, because he 
had told them.’  Here we see that Jonah also added his story about running from God, and 
the storm being God’s way of chasing him down.  This testimony to God, and Gods reaction 
to Jonah make them exceedingly afraid.  Despite Jonah’s unwillingness to see the Gentiles 
believe in God and escape judgement God has ordered it that these Gentiles get to hear the 
truth and see His power.  Jonah has been a disobedient and apathetic witness but God is 
able to draw straight lines with crooked sticks.  You may be a flawed Christian, but when 
you present the truth God can use it bring unbelievers to see His glory.

Jonah’s prophetic pattern

What can be done to be saved from the wrath of this God, this is the question.  V11, ‘Then 
they said to him, “What shall we do to you, that the sea may quiet down for us?” For the 
sea grew more and more tempestuous.’  The unbeliever does not always see that this is the 
most fundamental question that they need to ask.  They don’t suspect that God is their 
greatest problem and He must judge them for their sins.  It took a rude awakening for them
to realize the trouble they were in.  Jonah answers better than he knows and unwittingly 
gives us a picture of Christ’s own loving sacrifice for sinners, v12, ‘He said to them, “Pick me
up and hurl me into the sea; then the sea will quiet down for you, for I know it is because of
me that this great tempest has come upon you.”  

Now one of the questions we need to ask at this point is, is Jonah penitent, is he sorry for 
his sin and is this his repentance?  It is difficult to answer, there seems to be a progressive 
softening of Jonah but at the end of the book he is still sulking.  I personally think that 
chapter 2 is when his repentance gets real, but it is apparent that there is some softening 
going on here.  Jonah the Jewish nationalist is beginning to think about others, we can see 
this in the words ‘for you’.  Jonah does not know that big fish is appointed to swallow him 
but he lets them know the truth that removing the sinner Jonah in death will save their 
lives.



This is an imperfect picture of the gospel but it is clear that the principle of substitution is 
there.  One person dying that another may live.  Not only that we also see the principle of 
propitiation.  One person dying under the wrath of God, that God’s holy justice towards our 
sins might be fully satisfied.  Jesus is the appointed lamb of God to take away the sins of the
world.  He takes them away by taking the guilt for our sins upon his shoulders, and by 
suffering the death that we deserve.  In this way Christ is our substitute and satisfies God’s 
anger towards our sins.  Jonah is an imperfect picture in that he is being punished for his 
own sins.  Christ had no sin, instead God has made it that our sins are credited to Him while
His righteousness is credited to us.  The storm of justice that our sins deserves was poured 
out on Christ at the cross, every last lightning strike against us was absorbed by Him with 
nothing left to pay; but the sunshine and paradise that He deserves were given to us.  2 
Cor. 5:21, ‘For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might 
become the righteousness of God.’  Because Christ is our substitute and takes the 
punishment for our sin, the storm calms, Rom. 8:1, ‘There is therefore now no 
condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.’  

This idea does not appeal to the sailors, v13, ‘Nevertheless, the men rowed hard to get back
to dry land, but they could not, for the sea grew more and more tempestuous against them.’
Allow me a little allegorization here. .  Please notice in v12 that Jonah tells them that the 
only way they will save their lives is if they kill him.  The men will have nothing to do with 
this way of salvation, a man dying for them to save them from death.  So they try to row 
themselves out of the storm by the strength of their own arms and effort.  However, they 
have to finally confess that their own efforts cannot save them, they have no choice but to 
accept that the only way that they can be saved from death is not by their own efforts but 
by another dying instead of them.  This is just like the modern generation they think highly 
of their own methods of salvation and who cannot tolerate the idea of Jesus having to die 
for our sins, they do not like it, it seems inhumane, they cannot see the seriousness of their 
sins, that they should merit so extreme a sacrifice, but this is the truth, and the only way of 
salvation.

V14-15, ‘ Therefore they called out to the Lord, “O Lord, let us not perish for this man’s life, 
and lay not on us innocent blood, for you, O Lord, have done as it pleased you.” 15 So they 
picked up Jonah and hurled him into the sea, and the sea ceased from its raging.’  The 
sailors did as the prophet instructed and the sea settled.  And so it is for any who make 
Christ their Savior.  If we will accept Christ as the one who was appointed by God to die on 
our behalf, if we will trust in Him then all of God’s justice towards all our sins will be seen as
satisfied at Christ’s expense.  Jonah who wanted to see Gentiles die gives his life to enable 
Gentiles to live.  The one who had no grace to see his enemies saved emulates the grace of 
Christ in giving his life to save others. 

Jonah’s surprising converts  
                 
V16, ‘Then the men feared the Lord exceedingly, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lord 
and made vows.’  The final issue we need to look at is the sailors themselves, did they get 
saved?  The question that comes up is, are these sailors only expressing foxhole faith, or is 
their faith genuine.  I hold that their faith is real.  Several facts point to this.  Firstly, we see 
that they name of God is mentioned twice in this verse, the name YHWH, the covenant 
name of God.  They heard that this was the God who had sent the storm from Jonah’s lips, 
v9, and it is to this God they sacrifice and vow.  Secondly, they made sacrifices to YHWH.  
What this entails we do not know, likely it was probably a carryover from their pagan 
customs.  Thirdly, we see that they also made vows.  Vows would probably be about making
future sacrifices and pilgrimages as well as behavior changes.  We are not told.  Fourthly, 



we also see that they feared the Lord exceedingly.  Their general terror in the face of an 
inexplicable storm which became a craven fear when it was revealed who was responsible 
for it; this has developed into a reverential fear that is active in worship and commitment. 

Jonah the unwilling witness to the Gentiles has become the unwitting evangelist to these 
sailors.  He who was willing to see sinners condemned by God is the means by which 
sinners have been saved by God.  

Are you fearful, do you feel unprepared to be a witness, are you worried that you will mess 
it up or worse?  Let me put it to you this way.  If this is what God can do through an 
unwilling prophet who has racked negative points against his message, then imagine what 
God can do through weak but willing witnesses.  We can see that God can work in 
impossible ways.  If we will give a clear testimony like Jonah to the truth of who God is, 
then no matter what extenuating circumstances may be working against us God can bless it 
to save souls.      

  


