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LESSON TWO  

JONAH 1 & 2: 
PRAYER IS IMPORTANT 

JONAH ONE 

VS 1: THE CALL 

“the word of the Lord came to…” – this opening phrase is a very common phrase 

Occurs more than 99 times in the OT; & marks Jonah out to us, as a prophet:  

− He is called, like a prophet & he does the prophet thing – preaching to God’s message 

This phrase begins chapter 1:1, and chapter 3:1 – marking off the 2 halves of the book 

❖ Question: WHEN IN HIS LIFE DOES THIS HAPPEN? 

GUESS: it is middle-to-late career 

Why? We will see later that Jonah is tired, jaded, cynical, frail 

• He knows what to do but doesn’t want to do it 

• He gets depressed and suicidal 

• He is a bit damaged, broken, drained, burned out, weary 

Remember 2 Kings 14:25  

Jonah was a prophet to Israel during the reign of JEROBOAM II – He was a very BAD KING 

AMOS; HOSEA; & JONAH, all had a very bad time under JEROBOAM II 

Is it any wonder that Jonah is jaded, damaged, broken? 

But God calls many of us to do difficult things: 

• HOSEA – for 60 years, God called him to marry & live with an unfaithful wife 

• JEREMIAH – for 40 years, God told him to preach and no one would listen to him 

What can we say – that’s the life of God’s servant – GET USED TO IT 

Brief Diversion: Read Philippians 3:10-11: 

He highlights 2 very important lessons: 

1. There is a special knowledge of Christ that only comes by sharing in His suffering 

2. We cannot know Christ fully, completely, totally – unless suffer like Him 

VS 3: THE SHIPS OF TARSHISH: 

He rose and ran away from the Lord’s presence 

To TARSHISH: 

• Now, where exactly is TARSHISH that it is “far away from the Lord’s presence” 

Well, actually, no one knows for certain – but a good guess is TARTESSOS in Spain 

Now, NINEVEH is EAST of ISRAEL and TARSHISH is as FAR WEST as you can possibly go 

It is the edge of the known world in Jonah’s time. There was really nothing beyond that! 

• It seems that if you are running from God – this would be about the farthest you could go! 

• In the OT, there is only 1 other reference about TARSHISH: 

1 Kings 10:22 – Solomon had a fleet of ships of TARSHISH & every 3 years they would bring  

GOLD & SILVER & IVORY & PEACOCKS from there!  

Okay, look again at VS 3 and see that: 

• Jonah went down to JOPPA – found a ship to TARSHISH – paid the fare, boarded it, & left 

• Notice that he wanted to go to Tarshish from the presence of the Lord 

And at JOPPA – he found a ship to Tarshish from the presence of the Lord  

Did he have a navigation app on his phone to get the departure times? 

When you are running away from God, there’s always a ship ready to take you to Tarshish! 

When you are running away from God, Satan is always happy to provide transportation! 
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But the ships to Tarshish don’t only pick up the fugitives from God! 

They also carry the indifferent, the complacent, the hesitant, & sometimes those who are just too busy 

with other worthless things!! 

PERSONAL TESTIMONY: 
Another quick diversion – 2 minutes: 

• 40 years ago – I believe I heard God calling me to missionary service.  

• In Med school, I used to go on mission trips at every year.  

• In my 4th year, I was Missions Secretary for the VCF.  

But when I left school, there was work & marriage; then kids; then one house; then another… 

You see, the Lord doesn’t hurl a storm at sea at just anybody.  
Whom the Lord wants, who He has His eye on, He intervenes, and He gets.  

Jonah ran; Satan provided transport; but God intervened with a fierce wind & raging storm. He doesn’t 
do that for everyone. Only those He sets His heart upon! 

You see, there is always a ship to Tarshish, but there isn’t always a storm to stop you. 

VS 5: THE SAILORS & THEIR CAPTAIN: 

The pagan, superstitious, weather-beaten sailors were really scared of the storm: 

When God “hurls” a storm at them; He really hurls a storm. And the ESV tells us they panicked and 

started “hurling” things overboard. And later Jonah would tell they to “hurl” him overboard too!!  

But what the CAPTAIN of the ship says is truly remarkable!  

The KEY VERSE that connects chapter 1 and chapter 2 is not VS 17 but VS 6!! 

VS 6: 

This CAPTAIN says to Jonah – GET UP AND PRAY!  

And in chapter 2 onwards JONAH DOES BOTH GET UP! AND PRAY! 

VV 9 & 12:  

The next remarkable thing happens. This is the longest conversation Jonah has with anyone in the 

book and consists of just 14 words. But it has a profound effect on the sailors! 

Before his words, in VS 5 – the sailors were calling out to all their own ‘gods’ (small ‘g’).  

After his words, in VS 14 – they pray to YAHWEH, JEHOVAH, the God of heaven 

Can you see that? Jonah seems to be having great success all over the ship! 

In the amount of time it takes us to order food, JONAH has converted a SHIPLOAD OF SAILORS!! 

When you are working for the Sovereign God, who made the sea and the dry land:   

Sometimes you can be functional and profitable, even in a state of disobedience;  

Just as sometimes you can be dysfunctional and unprofitable, even in a state of obedience!! 

VV 13 & 14: 
Before we leave the sailors – can you see that there is a SUB-PLOT here? 

Jonah tells the sailors to hurl him into the sea 
But they refuse to listen to him and instead try to go against the storm 
They do their best to go against the storm God throws at them 
But they can’t go against the will of God! And they give up; and do as they are told!! 

This short SUB-PLOT serves to point to the message of Jonah 1 & 2! Listen to what the sailors say: 

O Lord (YAHWEH), do not let us perish and do not lay this fellow’s blood on our hands 
For you O Lord have done as you please! Everything happens according to your plan! 

The sailors acknowledge the Sovereignty of God! 
And it is ONE WHOLE CHAPTER before Jonah does the same – in chapter 2:9  

CLOSING CHAPTER ONE: 
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− The sailors hurl Jonah overboard; the storm ceases; 

− The sailors believe in the Lord, JEHOVAH; 

− They offer sacrifices and make vows; 

− Jonah is swallowed by a BIG FISH; 

− And the ship-load of new disciples sail off to TARSHISH! 

Did you see that?  

Most of us are so focused on JONAH and the BIG FISH that we can’t see the ship-load of new converts 

sailing off into the sunset, to TARSHISH after their encounter with Jonah the prophet 

A “chance” encounter can leave a lasting impression 

A right word at the right time is as precious as gold and silver (Prov. 25:11).  

JONAH TWO 

3 things before we get into the TEXT: 

1. IT WAS NOT WRITTEN IN THE BELLY OF THE FISH! 

There is a lot of editing going on here: 

CHAP 1; CHAP 3; CHAP 4 – written in Hebrew PROSE 

CHAP 2 – written in fairly good Hebrew poetry, in the form of a PSALM 

It was composed after the event 

The near-death experience left a lasting impression on the rest of Jonah’s life & he wrote it 

2. IT IS A BRIEF SUMMARY OF EVENTS –  

The prayer is only 8 VERSES LONG 

3 days & 3 nights is a long time to pray to God and Jonah must have prayed a lot 

CHAP 2 is an executive summary!  

3. JONAH REALLY WAITED LONG ENOUGH BEFORE HE STARTED PRAYING! 

Remember – back in chap 1:6 – the CAPTAIN urges Jonah to GET UP & PRAY! 

One quarter of the book later – he begins to pray! 

And the entire chap 1, Jonah, the prophet, doesn’t breathe a word to God at all! 

− Running away from God – not a word to God 

− Fighting for his life – not a word to God 

− Finally, in the belly of the fish – he prays!   

JONAH’S PSALM: 

Let’s look at Jonah’s prayer in chapter 2: 

It is structured like a typical Thanksgiving Psalm: 

VS 2  

VS 3-7 

VS 8 

VS 9 

- Opening summary statement 

- Narration & Elaboration 

- Acknowledgement  

- Concluding praise & dedication 

And as you read through the psalm, you can make out echoes of several other psalms: 

Ps. 18:5-6 / Ps. 28:1-2 / Ps.69:1-2 / Ps. 118:14, 24 / Ps. 130:1-2 

In fact, in these psalms, the SEA is often used as a metaphorical device 

But there is one categorical difference between all the other psalms and JONAH’S PSALM: 

• In Jonah’s case – it is NOT a DEVICE, it is not a METAPHOR – it was a REAL EXPERIENCE!! 

So, when Jonah says: 

In VS 2 In my distress / I called out / He answered 

Out of hell / I cried / You heard my voice – it REALLY HAPPENED 

When he says: 
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In VS 3 You (the sailors) hurled me into the sea – it’s REAL 

The flood surrounded me; the waves overcame me – it’s REAL 

In VS 4 I was swept out of sight, never again to see God – it’s REAL  

In VS 5 The waters reached my neck; the weeds wrapped around my head – it’s REAL 

In VS 6 I sank to the base of the undersea mountains – it’s REAL   

In VS 7 My life was fading away – it’s REAL  
 

THE TURNING POINT: 

Where is the turning point in the psalm? Where does ‘peril & problem’ turn to praise? 

See VV 6 & 7: 

Most commentators say VS 7: I remembered the Lord and my pray came up to You 

A Few say VS 6: You brought up my life from the pit! 

In fact – we can see a consistent DOWNWARD TREND in chapters 1 & 2: 

THEN: 

God brought him UP – VS 6 – and Jonah never goes down again!! 

And remember in the short SUBPLOT in 1:13-14 – the sailors affirm the Sovereignty of God: 

Here again, we reaffirm the Sovereignty of God: 

It is THE LORD that brought up Jonah from the pit 

• And he remembers God 

• And his prayers come to God 

• And God answers him! 

A SPANNER IN THE WORKS? 

There are 2 more key points to note in the ACKNOWLEDGEMENT & CLOSING STATEMENT:  

VS 8 – those who go after vanities / worthless things / idols – forsake / overlook / miss out on – 

steadfast love / mercy / grace! 

Why the enigmatic pronouncement about idol worship and idolatry?   

Some have suggested that Jonah is thinking of: 

▪ The pagan sailors who threw him overboard; OR 

▪ The evil idol-worshipping Ninevites, from whom he took flight in the first place 

Whoever he has in mind, this suggest that Jonah still has a categorical and insurmountable problem 

between “THEM” and “US” – the GENTILES and the JEWS! 

− The GENTILES are evil, idol-worshipping heathen; the JEWS are God’s privileged chosen people.  

− The GENTILES – those that go after worthless idols in pagan worship – missing out on the LOVE; 

MERCY; and GRACE accorded to the privileged – the JEWS 

It would seem that while Jonah has had a CHANGE OF HEART with respect to GOD 

He has not yet had a CHANGE OF MIND with respect to the NINEVITES 

BUT VS 9 – SALVATION BELONGS TO THE LORD 

At least he acknowledges what the once pagan but newly converted sailors already professed: 

− That God is sovereign 

− That salvation is in His hands – and He will lavish it on whom He pleases 

THEN IT ENDS: 
With THANKSGIVING, I will SACRIFICE! What I have VOWED; I will PAY! 

• When the sailors come to FAITH – they made vows and offered sacrifices (chap 1:16) 

• When Jonah comes to REPENTANCE – he offers sacrifices and pays what he vows (chap 2:9) 

Jonah makes sure that we cannot question the sincerity & genuineness of his repentance! 
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− And the subsequent bitterness, resentment and turmoil of chapter 3 & 4; 

− And the ambivalence of his feelings for the pagans and the Ninevites in chapter 2:8 

− Cannot detract from the authenticity of this repentance and change of heart! 

APPLICATION: 
1. DON’T WAIT TILL THE END TO PRAY 

Sometimes we talk about prayer; and we remind ourselves about prayer; and sometimes, we even 
begin each day with quiet time and prayer – yet we are not really praying! 

In the whole of chapter 1, Jonah was too busy to pray; to pre-occupied with other things –  

• the storms of life; trying to get away from it all; trying to keep his head above water!  

• It’s only inside the belly of the fish, when he could do nothing else – that he begins to pray. 

Prayer doesn’t come easily when you are: 

− Running away from God 

− Living a life of disobedience to God 

HOW ABOUT US? 

A simple indication of our regard for prayer is when Christians hold meetings: 

• When we meet together, we start with an opening prayer; then minutes; then matters arising; 
reports; important issues; actions; AOB; and we end with a session of prayer  

• And often, by the time we reach the end – we have neither time, nor energy, to pray. 

• We should be beginning in prayer, before we are bogged down and distracted by the details 
and issues – that confuse, discourage, deflect us from the main thing 

• BUT HOW DO WE PRAY BEFORE WE KNOW ALL THE DETAILS?    

2. Don’t Just Use the ATM 
Quiet Time is not going to the ATM 
God is not an ATM machine 
Prayer is not your PIN number   

3. GOD IS NOT AN AGONY AUNT 
Do you notice how our prayers consist either of:  

• asking FOR things; or  

• asking WHY we don’t get things; or  

• asking WHAT we should do in order to get things 

4. THE LOST ART OF ADORATION IN PRAYER 
THANKSGIVING is when we are grateful to God for what He has DONE for us! 
ADORATION is when we – praise / bless / adore God for what He IS!  
It is not always so easy to separate the PERSON of God from His WORKS and His ACTIONS; and 
we often end up thanking and praising God at the same time; there is nothing wrong with that! 

But ADORATION is something we all need to LEARN to do before a God who is so worthy of praise 

Listen to what John Owen, the 17th century Puritan theologian, wrote about the Love of God: 

“If the love of a father will not make a child delight in him, what will? So, do this: set your 
thought on the eternal, free, and fruitful love of the Father and see if your heart is not aroused 
to delight in Him. Sit down for a while at this spring of living water and you will soon find its 
streams sweet and delightful. You who used to run from God will not now be able, even for a 
moment, to keep at any distance from Him.” THAT’S ADORATION! 

We have LOST THE ART OF ADORATION IN PRAYER. 

As an Elder in a B-P church, I get to do a lot of TEACHING; 
And I love teaching THEOLOGY! And the ATTRIBUTES OF GOD 

Communicable & incommunicable; relative & absolute; transcendence & immanence, etc. 
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If you do not know His ATTRIBUTES, how will you ADORE Him? 
And if we don’t adore Him – how can we have confidence in the rest of our prayer? 
We adore God because of His impeccable, His perfect, His absolute attributes!! 

• Our God is the SELF-EXISTENT GOD  

• Our God is the UNCHANGEABLE GOD  

• Our God is the INFINITE GOD  

• Our God is the UNIQUE GOD  

AND SO ON… 
GO AND LEARN THEM AGAIN 

Learn them until they mean something to you 
How else can we adore Him? Glorify Him and enjoy Him forever? 

Learn the attributes of God 
Begin your meetings with prayers of ADORATION 
Spend as much time as you can, adoring Him for all His perfect attributes 
Glorifying & enjoying Him 

And when you have done enough of ADORATION – then do the rest of the less important stuff 
And if you don’t have enough time after ADORATION – you have done the most important thing 

You see prayer doesn’t really change God’s mind but it changes OURS!!    
 


