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Just about everyone has heard the story in the Bible about Jonah and the whale. Jonah finds himself in the belly of a whale and gets spit back out.  Yet let’s consider the whole story about Jonah and just how he came to be inside a whale and what happened to him afterward.

Jonah 1 Now the word of the LORD came to Jonah the son of Amittai, saying, 2"Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it, for their evil has come up before me." 3But Jonah rose to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the LORD. He went down to Joppa and found a ship going to Tarshish. So he paid the fare and went on board, to go with them to Tarshish, away from the presence of the LORD.  4But the LORD hurled a great wind upon the sea, and there was a mighty tempest on the sea, so that the ship threatened to break up. 5Then the mariners were afraid, and each cried out to his god. And they hurled the cargo that was in the ship into the sea to lighten it for them. But Jonah had gone down into the inner part of the ship and had lain down and was fast asleep. 6So the captain came and said to him, "What do you mean, you sleeper? Arise, call out to your god! Perhaps the god will give a thought to us, that we may not perish."  7And 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. 8Then 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?" 9And 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." 10Then 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.  11Then 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. 12He 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." 13Nevertheless, the men rowed hard to get back to dry land, but they could not, for the sea grew more and more tempestuous against them. 14Therefore 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." 15So they picked up Jonah and hurled him into the sea, and the sea ceased from its raging. 16Then the men feared the LORD exceedingly, and they offered a sacrifice to the LORD and made vows.  17 And the LORD appointed a great fish to swallow up Jonah. And Jonah was in the belly of the fish three days and three nights. 

Jonah was the fifth of the Minor Prophets in the Bible. Jonah had the gift of prophesy.  He was given knowledge of future events by God to be taught to the people.  Jonah lived in the nation of Israel and this story takes place about 760 BC. God gave Jonah a commission to go to the city of Nineveh and prophesy against them.  Jonah’s was to be Gods messager to warn the city of the coming destruction.
Nineveh was on the Eastern bank of the Tigris River.  Nineveh was to the North and somewhat East of Israel.  It was the capital of the ancient kingdom of the empire of Assyria.  Nineveh was a great city and an eminent city.  It was a city that was great in wealth and power. Yet Nineveh was a city that was wicked and sat in darkness, filled with unbeliever’s (heathens) and taken over by sin and idolatry.  This is why God was judging this great city.
But Jonah refused to obey his orders and he fled.  Jonah knew the city of Nineveh would not receive this message well and the city would become hostile towards him and maybe kill him.  Jonah had national feelings of pride as well and showing mercy to a heathen nation was not what he wanted to do. He doubted their capacity as Gentiles for salvation.
Jonah was a Jew and part of the chosen nation of Israel by God in the Old Testament time.  And the Assyrians in Nineveh were Gentiles.  Now you have to understand that there are two people groups in the world – Jews and Gentiles.  The Jewish bloodline is carried down from the mother’s side of the family.  If you mother was Jewish than you are Jewish. Everyone else is a Gentile.
When Jonah fled he thought if he could just get out of the land of Israel that the spirit of prophesy could not follow him. An incorrect belief held by some Jews of the time. So Jonah went to the town of Joppa to find a ship to Tarshish. Joppa was a famous seaport of the day in the land of Israel. There he could find a ship for  his escape.
He was trying to distance himself form the presentence of the Lord and leaving his duty behind. Once under way on board the ship he felt he was now safe as he headed to Tarshish. He was heading West on the Mediterranean Sea.  Tarshish is in the south of Spain and was one of the few regions at that time where the tin trade was very significant. Now having left the nation of Israel and being on the sea Jonah felt safe and went into the ship and fell asleep.  Trying to flee the presentence of the Lord wore him out.

But a storm began as God sends a pursuer after Jonah, violent winds and a mighty tempest. The waves began building ever more fierce. The ship is in danger of breaking up and sinking.  The mariners were afraid –  even the most seasoned ones among them were in fear for their very lives. The winds and the waves increased and in their distress every man began praying.  They prayed for deliverance from the mighty storm.  They began to lighten the ship so it might be saved they tossed their valuable cargo overboard – as well as the ship’s tackle.  The ship was in great peril.
But what of Jonah where was he? Jonah was fast asleep in the inner part of the ship. When the Master (captain) of the ship found Jonah he said arise and call out to your God so we won’t perish. But the storm just grew worse and the mariners concluded that the storm was a messenger of divine justice and that all would suffer death because of one of them being guilty of some great sin.  So they cast lots to see who among them is the guilty one that was bringing them to destruction.  The lot fell on Jonah.
They began to question Jonah to find out who he was and what he had done. Jonah confessed to them that he was fleeing the presentence of the Lord.  The men were exceedingly afraid because God anger was upon them now as well as Jonah.  They ask what we should do to calm the storm. Jonah said to them you must cast me into the sea for he could not do it himself! But the men were in fear of what God would do to them if they caused the death of His prophet.  They began to row harder to get to the shore but the storm grew stronger and stronger. They knew they must cast Jonah into the sea to save themselves so they prayed first so that his blood might not be on them.  Then they tossed Jonah into the sea.  By throwing Jonah into the sea God showed the mariners mercy and immediately put an end to the storm.
The mariners could plainly see now that Jonah’s God was the one true God and would have undoubtedly told the story of Gods mercy to them that day to many others. Now you might think that Jonah got what he deserved and that’s the end of it. But the Lord appointed a great fish to swallow up Jonah.  The whale was close at hand so it could save Jonah from drowning in the sea.  Jonah was not fish food for the whale. The whale was in place to preserve Jonahs life that is why God sent the whale.
Jonah is in the belly of the whale three days and three nights.  All the while Jonah is praying to God from inside the whale from the depths of the ocean.  God heard the prayers of a repented Jonah from the bottom of the ocean all the way to the height of heaven. And on the third day the Lord commanded the great fish and it vomited Jonah out onto dry land.
The Lord for a second time commissions Jonah to rise up and to go to Nineveh. With renewed orders Jonah readily obeyed the Lord and sets off for Nineveh.  Jonah’s attitude of prayer and repentance in the belly of the whale is what released him. God showed mercy on Jonah.  Jonah was given a second chance to follow God’s call on his life.  Jonah’s experience should be an encouragement to us, he got a second chance to get it right and so do we.

So Jonah went to Nineveh and preached to them that God’s vengeance was coming down upon them.  He cried out to them and said, in forty days the city of Nineveh shall be overthrown, destroyed. When the Assyrian King in Nineveh hears the prophesy he humbled himself before God and proclaimed that the city should fast, mourn and repent. God saw that they turned from their evil ways and in his mercy relented from destroying the city.  Jonah’s message had changed the hearts of the people and they were saved from Gods wrath.
The story of Jonah teaches us about the heart of God and that like Jonah we to can have a second chance.  God has placed a call on each one of our lives; to follow God’s will for us is beneficial not only to ourselves but to others as well.  If you’re fleeing from the presence of the Lord today do what Jonah did. Repent from sin, pray for forgiveness and follow God’s call on your life, Amen  
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