 THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO JONAH

Matthew 12:38-41; Jonah 1-3


“Then certain of the scribes and of the Pharisees said, Master, we would see a sign from you.  But he answered and said unto them, An evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign; and there shall no sign be given to it, but the sign of the prophet Jonah:  For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the whale’s belly, so shall the Son of man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.”  

The book of Jonah is one of the most fascinating books of the Bible.  Putting aside the controversy of the “fish story” found in the book, Jonah is replete with lessons for the growing believer.  


One of the most fascinating aspects of the book is that Jesus appealed to the story for a type (a picture, a pattern) of His own Death, Resurrection and Salvation.  Why?  When so many excellent types of His Death and Resurrection may be found in the Old Testament, why did He single out the story of Jonah to illustrate His Death and Resurrection?  With the authorization of Jesus Himself, the account of Jonah and the fish contains the clearest and most definite type of the redeeming events that may be found in the Old Testament.  


Our theme in this study is “The Gospel According to Jonah.”  What are the features of that Gospel?

I. A SUBSTITUTIONARY DEATH

First, the Gospel according to Jonah features a substitutionary death.  Usually, when a person is employed by the Holy Spirit as a type of Christ, only a particular and specific part of his story serves that purpose.  No sinful person’s total history could be used as a type of Christ, but a part of his history might serve that purpose.  So it is in the story of Jonah.  Jonah has been variously labeled as “the rebellious prophet,” “the reluctant prophet,” “the disobedient prophet,” “the stubborn prophet,” “the selfish prophet,” “the paranoid prophet,” etc.  He could hardly serve as a type of Christ when in his resistance to the purposes of God.  However, Jesus did conscript the heart of the Jonah story to provide a vivid picture of His own Death and Resurrection.  It is evident to the studious believer that at a given point in chapter one of the book of Jonah, Jonah suddenly looks like a perfect type or picture of Jesus.  

Let me trace the “ingredients” in the story, both the ingredients that allow us to see the type of Christ and those which precede that part of the story.

First, the opening verses of the book suggest universal sin.  Everybody in the story is a sinner.  When Paul wrote Romans 3:23, he could have been thinking of all the people in the book of Jonah.  “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  This was certainly true of Jonah (though he was an assigned prophet of God).  It was also true of all of the Israelites, the sailors on the ship that set out to transport Jonah to Tarshish, the Ninevites to whom he was sent (God said of them at the beginning of the book, “Their wickedness has come up before Me”), and of the people of the entire Assyrian nation. 

The people in the Jonah story are representative of all people of all time.  “There is not a just man on earth who does good and does not sin” (Ecclesiastes 7:20).  All men are sinners.  Jesus does not save men from some imaginary danger, but from very real perversion and very real peril.  Sin is a very serious business, serious in itself and serious in its consequences. However, not a single sinner knows naturally what that means.  Anselm was right when he said centuries ago, “No sinner naturally knows the real gravity of sin.”  Theologian Floyd Filson was also right when he said, “No man or age that takes sin lightly can live worthily.”  Read that sentence again; if that is a valid test, are you living worthily?  Every sinner should be as concerned about his personal sins as a cancer patient is concerned about ridding his body of the deadly malady of cancer.  

If a sinner is not awakened by God and taught the truth by the Holy Spirit, he will invariably be glib and unconcerned about sin.  Because of this, he will also not understand God’s reaction to sin.  People tend to say, “If God is good, He will not allow people to be punished in hell.”  But the truth is that if God is truly good, He must punish sin, and because many sinners refuse to break with their sins, and because those sins will continue and enlarge in the next life, He must extend the punishment to hell. If sinners insist on remaining identified with their sins (as most sinners do), then He must treat the sinner as He treats the sin.  Yes, I believe in an eternal hell, and yes, I believe it is totally just – and yes, I believe that God is perfect love.  If there were not a hell to give the continuing sinner the independence of God which he demands, God would be neither just nor good nor loving.  Furthermore, God has established the rules by which His universe operates – for the sake of maintaining its moral structure.  The Lord God is the most morally committed Person in the universe, and His commitment is totally on the side of His holy character.  So He will always necessarily hate and punish sin.  According to the Bible, God’s reaction to sin has never varied in all of sin’s history.   

The second ingredient of the Jonah story is unbearable suffering.  Jonah 1:4 says, “The Lord sent out a great wind into the sea, and there was a mighty tempest in the sea, so that the ship was about to be broken.”   God hurled out a severe judgment upon the delinquency of His prophet, and that judgment befell many others as well.  You see, no one ever sins without massively involving others in the act and its consequences.  Verse five adds, “Then the mariners were afraid.”  The very sailors who had sailed through many a storm were so terrified that they took extreme measures to try to save the ship and their lives (verses 5, 13).  

As inevitably as the night follows the day, suffering always follows sin.  Suffering is simply the backside of sin.  Where sin goes, suffering follows.  This must not be misunderstood.  I am not claiming an exact proportionate suffering for each sin committed at the time of the sin.  I am claiming that suffering is the result of sin, and that sin has loosed a terrible fate upon the human race.  

Romans 1:18 says, “The wrath of God is (perfect tense, ‘stands’) revealed from heaven against all ungodliness (living without God) and unrighteousness (any wrong moral conduct, as God sees ‘wrong conduct’) of men, who suppress (‘hold down’) the truth in unrighteousness.”  Study this verse with great care.  It is a gigantic and accurate commentary on the history of men and civilizations.   Jesus said, “He who believes on the Son has everlasting life, but he who believes not, the wrath of God abides upon him”  (John 3:36).  The One who created the world, and made man, knows how to maintain the morality of the universe He made (and He does not need to consult us).  And He declares that the wrath of God is an absolute essential if the universe is not to be totally destroyed by sin.  

Third, the story of Jonah is a story of unsuccessful solutions.  When the storm of judgment struck the boat carrying Jonah, the crew of the ship engaged in several unsuccessful solutions to save the ship, the crew and the passenger(s).  Verse 5 says, “Then the mariners cried every man unto his god.”  They practiced religion as their first attempt to save themselves.  This is almost a universal procedure among sinful men.  When they are most acutely conscious of their sins, they turn to their religion for help.

When their religion failed to abate the storm (as religion always does), they addressed the cargo of the ship.  Verse five says that they “cast forth the wares that were in the ship into the sea, to lighten the ship.”  The cargo was the very reason for the ship’s voyage, but their lives suddenly became more important than the ship’s cargo.  So, like sailors on another ship in another storm (Acts 27:38), they began to throw the cargo overboard.  Now, make the spiritual application of the story.  Here is another typical procedure among sinners when they suddenly realize the imminent reality of judgment because of their sins.  When men sense the danger of their depraved condition, they turn to reformation as their hope.  They start dumping their sins like those sailors dumped the ship’s cargo.  But the storm rages on, “even wilder than before” (verse 13).  Reformation of habit is not the answer sinners need; they must have transformation of heart.     

The sailors on the ship carrying Jonah tried one last desperate measure to escape the storm.  Verse 13 says, “The men rowed hard to bring the ship to the land, but they could not, for the sea wrought, and was tempestuous against them.”  Again, the picture is suggestive of what sinners do when they begin to realize that they are engulfed in a storm of judgment.  They engage in strenuous works to try to assuage the flood of judgment.  They dare to compete with Jesus Christ as Savior by trying to save themselves!  But Ephesians 2:8 plainly says that salvation is “not of works.”  Any fully awakened sinner knows why salvation cannot be of works.  Titus 3:5 says, “It is not by works of righteousness which we have done, but according to His mercy that God saves us, by the washing of regeneration and the renewing of the Holy Spirit.”  

All these man-made solutions fail.  As in the Jonah story, “The sea grew even wilder than before” (verse 13).  False solutions not only do not resolve the sin-problem, they actually make it much worse.  

Let me interrupt our story to remind you that Jesus referred to the story of Jonah at least three times, each time calling it a “sign.”  In Luke 11:30, he indicated that the person of Jonah provided a sign of Himself.  “Jonah was a sign unto the Ninevites,” He said.  Then, in Matthew 12:39-40, He indicated that it was the experience of Jonah that provided a sign of Himself.  He said, “There shall no sign be given unto this generation, but the sign of the prophet Jonah: For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the whale’s belly; so shall the Son of man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.”  Finally, in Matthew 16:4, He repeated this statement, emphasizing the uniqueness of this “sign of Jonah” and its finality.  In a limited but definite way, Jonah foreshadowed the death, burial and resurrection of Christ.  All of these references should be studied with great care, because they throw much light on both Jonah and Jesus.  It is also important to see at this point that by means of these statements, Jesus removed all doubt as to the historical reality of the little book of Jonah in your Bible.  

Now, back to the story.  The ship’s crew had just proved the inadequacy of all false solutions to answer to spiritual need.  It is at this point that Jonah suddenly becomes a type of Christ.  At this point, God, Jonah and the sailors act together to reveal the most important ingredient in the story.  An unmistakable substitution is made, and it proves to be the only way to rescue those threatened with destruction in the storm of judgment.  

When the sailors found out about Jonah, the text says, “Then said they unto him, What shall we do to you, that the sea may be calm unto us?  And Jonah said unto them, Take me up and cast me forth into the sea; so shall the sea be calm unto you: for I know that for my sake this great tempest is upon you” (verses 11-12).  After all of the unsuccessful alternative “solutions,” we are told, “So they took up Jonah, and cast him forth into the sea” (verse 15).    

Note the substitutionary dimensions of the story.  Something had to be done to him before the sea would be calm for them (verse 11).  Jonah said it perfectly, “Take me up and cast me forth into the sea; so shall the sea be calm unto you” (verse 12).  Here, Jonah the sinner becomes a type of Christ!  The casting of Jonah into the sea, like the death of Christ, was for the safety of others.  One man was thrown into the storm of judgment, into the place of death, to save many.  Jonah was thrown overboard to save everybody else on the ship.  Even so, Jesus went into the sea of Divine judgment that we might not go to the lake of fire!  

Note, too, that Jonah was cast overboard; he didn’t simply jump overboard.  That is, this was not a suicidal leap; it was a sacrifice of appeasement, a sacrifice to pacify the anger of God!!!  This is the most significant and pronounced aspect of the Death of Jesus Christ on the Cross – though it had  manward and Satanward directions,  its most important accomplishment occurred in a Godward direction.  It is pictured in the Bible as a propitiation, an appeasement of the wrath of the just, holy and loving God.  If that wrath is not appeased upon a suitable substitute, then the storm of wrath against sin much devour the unprotected sinner.  The sacrifice of the one becomes a settlement which diverts the judgment from the many.  
Note in the Jonah story that the substitute had to be the right man.  It would not have been satisfactory to indiscriminately select a victim.  They could have thrown one of the sailors overboard – or ten of them – and it would have made no difference.  The solution centered in Jonah, and Jonah alone.  In the Gospel story, the solution to man’s sins centered in just one Man; it centered in Jesus, and Jesus alone.  “This Man, after He had offered one sacrifice for sins forever, sat down at the right hand of God” (Hebrews 10:12).    “He, by Himself, purged our sins” (Hebrews 1:3).   

Who provided the substitutionary sacrifice?  Jonah volunteered (just as Jesus did); the local personnel threw him overboard (just as they did at Jesus’ death); but it was God who presided over it all (just as it was at Jesus’ death).  Jesus volunteered to die; sinners killed Him – and God engineered it all!  Indeed, Isaiah 53:10 says, “It pleased the Lord to bruise Him”—because of His love for us and to secure our salvation!
Just as Jonah was brought into the place and power of death. In the story, the sea represents death under the judgment of God, and the fish represents the world of departed spirits—study Jonah’s prayer in chapter two very carefully).  Jesus was also brought into the place and power of death – to make a full settlement there for us!  

In old Tsarist Russia, a royal family from the northern tundra had been summoned to Petersburg on important official business.  After the business was accomplished, they were returning home across the frozen wasteland by dog sled.  As they were nearing their home, suddenly a dark mass appeared in the sled tracks far behind them.  A pack of hungry wolves had picked up their trail and was gaining on them!  Then began a desperate run for their lives.  It became evident that the wolves were gaining on them, then it became evident that they were not going to make it safely home.  Their driver, the old and trusted family servant who had been with them for years, was driving the dogs furiously, but suddenly he paused and said something firmly to the family’s teenage son who was riding on the seat beside him.  The boy protested, but the driver roughly commanded him to shut up and obey him.  Then suddenly the driver quickly placed the reins in the teenager’s hands, and leaping to his feet, the old servant/driver shouted, “Drive on, son, drive on—and don’t look back!”  With that last shout, the old man leaped off of the moving sled into the snow.  The boy, following instructions while convulsed with sobs, refused to look back, driving the dogs furiously toward the safety of their home.  A short time later, they turned into the lane leading to their house, and minutes later, they were safe inside.  One had volunteered to die to save all the others.

Edwin Dahlberg was a celebrated Baptist minister in St. Louis, Missouri.  He said that he had an older brother who had the same name as he—a brother who died in infancy.  He said that when the baby died his mother was inconsolable in her grief until she learned that she would have another child.  So, when he was born they gave him the same name as the child that had not survived.  He said that all of his life he had heard about the Edwin that died that he might live.  He said that he had stood in the cemetery time after time and looked at the tombstone that had his name on it—Edwin T. Dahlberg.  He said, “I never stood there after my mother told me this story without the feeling that if he had not died, I would never have lived.”  We all have such an Elder Brother.  We wear His name.  We live in the certain knowledge that if He had not died, we would/could never have lived!   Unlike Jonah, Jesus was guilty of nothing, yet He was held guilty of everything.  The final judgment of God was executed upon Him.  Now, the person who is in Christ actually has the last judgment already behind him, executed upon Jesus in his place on the Cross.

We must note one final ingredient if we are to adequately examine the Jonah story and see it as a type of Christ.  When Jonah was cast into the sea and swallowed by the fish, an unquestionable satisfaction took place.  Jonah had said, “Cast me forth into the sea; so shall the sea be calm unto you” (verse 12).  And so it happened.  “So they took up Jonah, and cast him forth into the sea: and the sea ceased from her raging” (verse 15).  Even so, a storm of wrath and judgment had been brewed by our sins.  But the Right Man, the Required Someone, stepped in and absorbed the storm in our place.  And His act has been perfectly accepted by God.  The sea was calmed the very moment Jonah was thrown overboard.  The waves subsided immediately, the foam and fury of the sea died down immediately, the wind was gone immediately, the sea was calm immediately, and the sun broke through immediately.  Even so, salvation was immediately available when Jesus died.  In fact, the man dying beside Jesus was taken to Paradise with Him that very day on the basis of His death.  The storm of wrath was abated, the Sun of righteousness had risen with healing in His wings, and He and a trophy of His grace had entered Paradise together.


This then is the first crucial feature in the Gospel according to Jonah.  It featured a substitutionary death.  Thus, it serves as a Gospel type, which features a Substitutionary Death.

II. A SUPERNATURAL DELIVERANCE

Secondly, the Gospel according to Jonah features a supernatural deliverance after the substitutionary death had occurred.

At this point, the story of Jonah is engulfed in controversy.  Is the story true?  Is it real history?  Or is it allegory or parable?  Is it fact or fiction?  Did a real fish (usually called a whale, though the story does not say that) swallow a real man?  What a shame to let the “fish story” obscure the faith story!

What I am about to say may arouse the skepticism of some people, but that is the responsibility of  those who hear.   It is only my responsibility to take you to the limit of my personal light; I cannot make you see.  Furthermore, I may be wrong, but this is still the limit of my light.  I am perfectly satisfied with these conclusions after much prayer and much research.

To me, there is a far bigger question that the fish-swallows-man controversy.  The bigger question is, What happened to Jonah in the fish?  Did he live through the ordeal, as tradition indicates (the Bible does not say so)?  Or did he die?  I remind you that Jesus said, “As Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the fish, so the Son of Man shall be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.”  The two terms, “as” and “so” are proportionate words.  They could be translated, “Exactly as….even so.”  The dimensions of the antitype (the Death and Resurrection of Jesus) are well known.  The question is, Do the dimensions of the type (Jonah in the sea and the fish) match exactly the dimensions of the antitype?  It is my conviction that they do.  Though I do not make this a dogma, and I do not wish to make it a point of contention, I believe that Jonah actually died in the fish and literally was raised from the dead.

One commentator wrote, “There is not one single hint in the entire record that Jonah remained alive in the belly of the fish,” and I agree.  The same commentator said, “The idea that Jonah remained alive in the fish has been carried over by sheer tradition.”  Again I agree.  In fact, the entire record seems to teach the opposite of the traditional view.  I believe the type is exact and total.  Return to the preceding paragraph and re-read the words of Jesus printed there.  I believe that the time indicated in His words is exact (“three days and three nights” sounds like a careful and definitive statement), and that the truth indicated in His words is exact.  Let’s look briefly at the text of the story in the book of Jonah and see if we can detect this.  

Consider the evidence of the actual death of Jonah.  The first piece of evidence is the wording of the prayer Jonah prayed after he was swallowed by the fish.  In Jonah 2:2, Jonah prayed, “Out of the belly of hell I cried” (King James Version).  Actually, the Hebrew word does not translate by our English word “hell” at all.  The Hebrew word is “sheol,” which means “the unseen world” or “the place of departed spirits.”  It means “the underworld.”  It seems apparent that the fish was the physical location of Jonah’s body while Sheol refers to the spiritual location of his soul.  In the Bible, “Sheol” has two distinct meanings, a neutral meaning and a negative meaning. 

In its neutral meaning, it refers to the place of all departed human spirits, regardless of what their spiritual condition is.  Thus, some commentators have spoken of the “two compartments of Sheol or Hades.” In its negative meaning, if refers to a place of punishment to which unbelievers go.  The word “sheol” accommodates both ideas.  So the word, while neutral in itself, gets its negative meaning from some added words, and those added words give a terrible dimension of reality which makes the meaning clear.  About half the times the word is used in the KJV, it is translated “the grave,” nearly half of the times it is used it is translated “hell,” and a very few times it is translated “the pit.”  None of these translations is adequate; indeed, they are very misleading.  

In the New Testament, one word that is translated “hell” is the word “hades,” but again, this is misleading.  The primary word for “hell” in the New Testament is “Gehenna.”  The two words, “Hades” and “Gehenna,” are used to point out that there are two stages in the place of punishment in point of time.  In the first stage, unbelievers are separated from God and in a state of anguish of mind and spirit.  Then there is apparently a second stage indicated in the New Testament, called “the lake of fire” and “the second death.”   The last two expressions are used to describe the same horrible fate.  

There is one outstanding story in Jesus’ teaching that deals explicitly with the place called “Hades.”  It is the remarkable story of the rich man and the poor beggar in Luke 16.  According to Jesus’ story, the two men knew contrasted conditions in this life.  The rich man was also notoriously selfish, living daily in a constant round of lavish and selfish pleasure-seeking.  The beggar was a pauper economically and was also afflicted in body.  But even the dogs were kinder to him than his selfish rich neighbor whose servants threw occasional crumbs to him for food.  Then there is a sudden and swift change in the story.  They both died, and they lived beyond death.  However, their places in eternity were exactly reversed.  

The rich man is described as being “in Hades.”  That phrase alone does not tell us of his spiritual condition; it is the phrase, “being in torment,” that allows us to know his spiritual condition.  The word “torment” describes his destiny, to which he has gone by the pull of his character.  He has simply followed the gravitation of his unbelief and his resultant lifestyle.  The word “torment” is used four times to describe the destiny of the rich man.  Actually, two different words are used in the Greek language.   One word is earlier used in the Gospel of Luke of Joseph and Mary’s distress over the absence of the boy Jesus in Jerusalem (Luke 2:48), and by Paul’s friends in Ephesus over his departure from them (Acts 20:38).  In both cases it is translated “sorrowing.”  Note that the usage of the word in Luke and Acts suggests the idea of isolation and intense loneliness. Thayer’s Greek Lexicon says that the word means “to cause intense pain, to be in anguish, to be in distress or torment.” 

The other word is used several times in the New Testament for suffering of mind and spirit, and for being inwardly vexed or pained.  It is obvious that Hades was for this rich man a place of terrible inner anguish.  He himself indicates that a terrible thirst is burning him up.  Note that there is no change of spirit or heart in this rich man.  The only thing bothering him is his suffering.  There is no thought of regret or remorse over the extreme selfishness of his former life.  His prayer is simply to get out of his anguish and get some ease for himself.  His attitude toward God remains as before.  His life in Hades is simply a magnified extension of the life he lived on earth.  

The poor beggar is within sight and sound, but in a completely different condition.  The two men are told that “there is a great gulf fixed” between them, and that it is impassable.  But the point is that they are both in the place of departed spirits.  Neither is yet in his final eternal state.  This is the place from which Jonah prayed, according to his own declaration.  
Several other phrases in Jonah’s desperate prayer (Jonah 2) indicate the reality of death.  Note that he said in verse 5, “The waters compassed me about, even to the soul,” a phrase which elsewhere in Scripture is indicative of death.  Again we read in verse 6, “Thou hast brought up my life from corruption, O Lord my God.”  The word “corruption” is often used in the Bible for the effects of death upon a dead body.   Jesus is quoted as saying, “You will not allow Your Holy One to see corruption” (Psalm 16:10).   Peter established the importance of this verse when he quoted it on the Day of Pentecost.

It is very remarkable that Jonah speaks of His experience in the very same terms in which Jesus spoke of His.    

So it would seem that Jonah experienced actual death, just like Jesus did, a death (for both of them) under a storm of God’s judgment against sin.  In Jonah 2, Jonah prays from the place of departed spirits, having actually died.  A word of caution is due here.  Though it may be said that Jonah died and rose again from the dead, his experience is still to be regarded as a sign or an illustration.  What Jonah experienced is by no means what Jesus endured.  Any Old Testament type only partially pictures the great realities to which it points.   

Then followed the astounding deliverance of Jonah.  When the prayer of Jonah is completed, the text then says, “And the Lord spoke unto the fish, and it vomited out Jonah upon the dry land” (Jonah 2:10).  Again, we must remember the words of Jesus in Matthew 12:40, “As Jonah was three days and three nights in the whale’s belly, so shall the Son of man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.”  Apparently the type corresponds exactly to the truth (and vice versa; we should be able to begin with either and see the truth).  The clear statement of Jesus is that what happened to Jonah and what happened to Him are alike.  Just as Christ was physically dead yet spiritually conscious those three days and nights, so Jonah was physically dead but spiritually conscious too.  Jonah was in the very “belly of Sheol,” “cast out of God’s sight.”  Jonah was pursued by the angry justice of God, and was avenged upon because of God’s controversy with sin.  The same is true of Jesus.  From the bowels of death, “the belly of Sheol,” each experienced an astounding deliverance, and the deliverance of Jonah was a type of the deliverance of Jesus.  So what happened in the type (Jonah)?  Thus we can see what happened in the Antitype (Jesus).

First, there was a sovereign command spoken into the realm of death.  “And (this word suggests a succession, not an exception; this is what should have been expected – see Acts 2:24) the LORD spoke unto the fish, and it vomited out Jonah upon the dry land” (Jonah 2:10).  According to the words of Jesus, there is absolutely no uncertainty about this being a type of His resurrection (Matthew 12:40).  

I repeat: God spoke directly into the realm of death.  It is more than interesting that in each of the three cases when Jesus raised someone from the dead, He spoke directly to the person in the realm of the dead.  It is often said that He spoke to the dead body, but the text goes beyond that.  According to the text in each story, Jesus spoke directly to the living person beyond death and called him back into his body.  “Lazarus,” “young maiden,” “young man” – these were the persons themselves to whom He spoke. In a somewhat similar way, God spoke to the fish in the Jonah story.  It is as if He took authority over this fragment of the world of nature and commanded it to follow orders.  Even so, God called Death to attention and commanded it to give up its Dead on the third day after Christ’s Death.


Then, there was a shattering convulsion.  In the Jonah story, “the fish vomited out Jonah.”  The word “vomit” is used several times in the Bible, and it always describes a convulsion.  Only here is it used in a favorable way, and even here it is the favorable ending to a very unfavorable story.  So it was at the resurrection of Jesus.  Nature itself convulsed both at His Death and His Resurrection.  It was as if the realms of death and of nature heaved violently when Jesus made His Great Settlement. 


Every Easter the Christian community sings,



“Death could not keep her prey, Jesus my Saviour,

                          He tore the bars away, Jesus my Lord . . . 

                          Up from the grave He arose,

                          With a mighty triumph o’er His foes.  

               He arose a Victor o’er the dark domain,

               And He lives forever with His saints to reign,

               He arose!  He arose!  Hallelujah!  Christ arose!”

You will recall the great climax to the story of Samson in the book of Judges.  His enemies once put him in a prison in Gaza.  But Samson stormed out of the prison, carrying the gates of the prison on his shoulders!  Even so, Jesus came forth from the prison-house of Death in His resurrection carrying the keys of Hades and of Death (Revelation 1:18).  A shattering convulsion had taken place, breaking the back of death.

Finally, there was a strange consequence in this supernatural deliverance.  Jonah 2:10 says that “the fish vomited out Jonah upon the dry land.”  I cannot tell you how thrilling it is to follow the analogy of Scripture (letting Scripture interpret Scripture) at this point.  In type after type in the Old Testament, the death and resurrection of Jesus are typified by a living thing (or things) passing through water to emerge out on the water onto dry land.  Occasionally the living things passed through the water on dry land (remember the Red Sea and the crossing of the Jordan River). 

 In the opening chapter of Genesis, the earth rose up out of the waters of judgment (on the third day).  During the Flood, Noah rode through the waters of judgment and landed after the Flood on dry land.  In fact, the text tells us that the ark landed on dry land on the seventeenth day of the seventh month (Genesis 8:4)—the exact day Jesus was raised from the dead!  The Passover (the day Jesus was crucified) took place on the fourteenth day of that month, and He was raised three days and three nights later, on the seventeenth day!  Remember His words in Matthew 12:40.  You can press His words technically and literally.  It happened precisely as He said, and precisely as the Jonah-type showed.  

So God in the Person of His Son sovereignly entered a deep and dark world that had previously operated under fixed laws.  In the long line of humanity that had descended into death, not one had found his way back.  Later, three were brought back, and all of them were summoned by the One who is raised from the dead in the Gospel account.  But up to the time of Jonah, no one unaided had found his way back from the domain of the “King of terror.”  That world of death had been inflexible and unchanging.  But now, a sudden upheaval had come.  Jonah was supernaturally delivered from the grip of death, and the type was fulfilled in the great Antitype, Jesus.  He was supernaturally delivered from death in a mighty resurrection.    

III. A SIMPLE, STRONG DECLARATION

I briefly mention a third feature in the Gospel according to Jonah.  At the heart of this story, there is a simple, strong declaration spoken by the one who has come back from death, and that declaration is used to bring multitudes to a relationship with God.

After Jonah was supernaturally brought back to dry land from the belly of the fish, God said to the restored prophet, “Arise, and go unto Nineveh, that great city, and preach unto it the preaching that I bid thee.”  This sounds like the evangelism commands of the New Testament.  “How shall they hear without a preacher?”  Without a herald, an announcer, a preacher, a teacher, a witness, how shall they hear?  And they cannot be saved unless they do hear “the preaching that (God) bids us to tell.”  “It pleases God by the foolishness of preaching to save those who believe.”  “Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God” (Romans 10:17).  

The message was determined by God, and in this case it was one of judgment:  “Yet forty days and Nineveh will be destroyed.”   Nineveh had been perhaps the most violent society in human history up to that time, but sin often overplays its hand, setting up its servants to be mightily convicted and converted by the sheer guilt of their wickedness.  It seems apparent that God was already working deep within the psyche of Nineveh, and the dramatic sight and sound of Jonah shocked them over the brink of conviction and toward conversion.  

The message was declared by Jonah.  God always has an assigned messenger with the right message when He is working in people’s lives.  The miracle that followed was based on a powerful word from God, and the miracle itself was a powerful work of grace.  Could it be that God wants to begin such a powerful work of grace through you, but He waits for you to speak the powerful word which will set the miracle in motion?

Another great devotional lesson leaps from the story of Jonah.  God’s message comes only after God has processed the messenger.  First, the man himself is molded, and then the message is delivered.  It is only the man upon whom God has wrought a work that He can use in His work.  Once the man himself is made sensitive to God and sensible about Him, then His message will make sense to men.  

IV. A SPIRITUAL DECISION

The final feature in the Gospel according to Jonah is the spiritual decision that was made in the city of Nineveh after the preaching of Nineveh.  Jesus said, “The people of Nineveh . . . repented at the preaching of Jonah” (Matthew 12:41).  The story provides a fitting conclusion to the Gospel according to Jonah.  Look at the dimensions of this decision as they are presented in Jonah three.

The story tells us that “Jonah arose, and went unto Nineveh, according to the word of the Lord….And Jonah cried and said, Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown.  So the people of Nineveh believed God, and proclaimed a fast, and put on sackcloth from the greatest of them even to the least of them.  For word came unto the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, and he laid his robe from him, and covered him with sackcloth, and sat in ashes.  And he caused it to be proclaimed and published through Nineveh by the decree of the king and his nobles, saying, Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, taste any thing: let them not feed, nor drink water: But let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and cry mightily unto God: yea, let them turn every one from his evil way, and from the violence that is in their hands.  Who can tell if God will turn and repent, and turn away from his fierce anger, that we perish not?  And God saw their works, that they turned from their evil way; and God repented of the evil, that he had said that he would do unto them; and he did it not” (Jonah 3:1-10).

First, the decision made in Nineveh showed repentance toward God.  There was a representative repentance of the King of Nineveh, and then the responsive repentance of the people.  The repentance recorded here is symbolic of all true repentance.  For example, when the King “arose from his throne,” he simply did actually what every sinner must do spiritually.  Every sinner must step down from his throne, the throne of self-dependence, and allow Another to occupy the throne.  Then the King “laid his robe from him,” just as every sinner must give up the robe of his own self-righteousness in order to be covered with the perfect robe of Christ’s righteousness.  From that point, the repentance was revealed in common action.  Three things revealed their repentance: fasting, sackcloth and ashes.  Each one shouted a clear-cut “No?” to some symptom of self and sin.  

The fasting said “No!” to appetite.  Indeed, fasting represents a “No!” to self in whatever form.  It represents the denial of self.  The Bible tells us that “Christ pleased not Himself”; how much the more should this be true of us who love our sinning too dearly.  All that we have is leased from God.  We cannot legitimately practice independence or indulgence. 

The sackcloth said “No!” to appearances.  All true repentance has its sackcloth.  Sackcloth levels all people.  It speaks of grief for the sin that makes us vile and unclean in God’s sight.  The wearing of sackcloth admits our common bankruptcy before God.  Its coarseness reminds us that we, like it, are crude and rude.  All affectation, all show, all appearances are gone when we clothe ourselves with sackcloth.

The ashes said “No!” to ambition.  Ashes are a picture of death, a picture of exhausted fire.  Ashes are just the burned-out remains of something that was previously whole and attractive.  Ashes result from a consuming fire; to sit in ashes means that I confess I deserve the consuming fire.  Ashes mean that I read the judgment before it happens, and see everything the way it will appear when I stand before God.  Now everything is resolved to an irreducible minimum.  Sitting in ashes is the picture of a people admitting their hopelessness apart from God.  They are suddenly ashamed of that in which they once gloried.  The things of gain are seen to be loss, and everything of value is forfeited before God (see Philippians 3:7-8).    

The symbolic pictures are summed up in the King’s proclamation, “Let them turn every one from his evil way, and from the violence that is in their hands.”  The “turning” is a true picture of true repentance.  A turning from self and sin is one side of the experience of salvation.

Then, the decision showed reliance upon God.  Verse 5 says that “the people of Nineveh believed God.”  The people of Nineveh did not merely believe some facts or ideas about God. They believed God Himself.  They saw Jonah, but then they saw beyond Jonah to God.  They heard Jonah, but then they disregarded Jonah and heard from God.  They heard God’s voice and by that hearing, faith was born.  They learned as Jonah had learned earlier that “salvation is of the Lord” (2:9).  They believed God and asserted their total reliance upon Him.  

Finally, their repentance and faith were revealed in their works.  Jonah 3:10 says, “God saw their works.”  This is the proof of faith.  God looks for works that are the products of faith.  Paul said to the Philippian jailer, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved” (Acts 16:31).  The jailer believed and was saved.  Then he washed the stripes of his prisoners, was willingly baptized and gave them food to eat.  His works proved his faith.  Faith is the parent, works the child, and the pure Word of God is the source and sponsor of each.

This, then, is the Gospel according to Jonah.  If a person wants to be saved, he can find his way to God by following the steps of the Gospel according to Jonah.  He must recognize that he is a hopeless, condemned sinner.  Then he must see the Saviour taking his judgment in order to give him His joy, taking his punishment to give him His pardon.  He must recognize that Jesus conquered death in a supernatural resurrection, and that He stands ready to come into his death and bring His Life.  He must acknowledge his sins honestly and contritely before God, and repent of them.  Then, he must trust and receive Jesus Christ into his heart, showing his faith by the works  that inevitably will follow true faith.

When a dog bites a man, that is not news.  But if a man should bite a dog, that would be news.  When a man catches a fish, that is not news.  But when a fish caught a man, people have been discussing it ever since.  Today, by means of this “fish story,” God is seeking to catch you.  When a man catches a fish, he takes the fish from life to death, but when God catches a man, He takes him from death to life.  As God fishes for men, will you “bite” and believe Him today?  

  How does a sinner come to salvation?  Let me make it intensely personal, addressing you as the sinner.  First, confess your sins directly to the Person against Whom you have sinned.  Admit that you are, in yourself, hopeless and homeless, sinful and lost.  Then remember that He loves you in spite of your sins, and thank Him for loving you.  Remember, too, that He says that He loved you so much that He died on the Cross of Calvary personally to save you from your sins.  Remember that He rose again from the dead to literally come to live in you.  The Bible says, “As many as receive Him, to them He gives the authority to become children of God, even to those who believe on His Name.”  Jesus said it Himself:  “Behold, I stand at the door and knock, if anyone hears My voice, and opens the door,  I will come into Him, and will fellowship with him, and he with Me” (Revelation 3:20).  Dear friend, repent today as the Ninevites did long ago, rely on Jesus by simple faith as the Ninevites did long ago, receive Jesus Christ into your heart today, and begin to reveal the personal revolution that has occurred in you by practicing works that honor Him and advance His cause in the earth.  May God richly bless you as you receive Christ and begin to walk with Him.  This is a whale of a salvation, and I’m glad you’ve gotten in on it!    
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