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Jonah is one of the most contested books in the Bible as those who profess themselves to be wise claim 
this could not have happened. While there are even so - called Christians who call into account many 
features of God’s Word and have no excuse, unbelievers may have some excuse in that they don’t 
“believe”. But in the case of a man being swallowed by a great fish and surviving, there are actual other 
accounts in recorded history of this happening.

In Feb 1891 James Bartley, a whaler on Star of the East, near Falkland Islands was lost chasing a sperm whale. 
The crew caught and killed the whale, to find Bartley inside, unconscious, and alive. He recovered in three 
weeks, resumed his duties, but his skin was bleached and white like parchment…

M. DeParvelle, ed. Journal Des Debats

An English sailor fell overboard and was swallowed by a fish. a day or two later the fish was found floating on 
the surface of the water, and was taken ashore. When it was opened up, the sailors found their shipmate alive. 
He survived the experience, but his skin had turned a chalky white and remained so for the rest of his life. (Dr. 
Rimmer talked with him and learned the details of his experience.)

Harry Rimmer, The Harmony of Science and the Scripture

The text doesn’t present this historical record as anything but actual events; NOT a metaphor!
The fact that Jesus uses this event to equate His death, burial and resurrection in three days as the final 
sign the Jews would be presented with to support His claims as the Messiah, is the most solid proof of 
all that it actually happened. The most important aspect of the record is the fact that the Lord com-
mands every detail of life; in people and in nature. “The Lord appointed great fish…” Even in the most 
extreme circumstances, no ones death comes “prematurely” - God has an appointed time!

There is no indication that Jonah actually died here by equating the depths of his despair as “Sheol”.
There are 5 words rendered “hell” in scripture; Sheol, Hades, Gehenna, Abousso and Tarturus
Any of these words used to speak of hell (after life) are not speaking of the grave, the place for the dead 
body to be placed.

Impossible?

Chapter _3_Jonah’s Prayer

1-2)"Then Jonah prayed to the LORD his God from the belly of the fish, saying, "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."
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Sheol is the congregation of the dead (Proverbs 21:16); The wicked dead (Num 16:33; Job 24:19; Ps 
9:17; 31:17; etc.).
Sheol  = deep (Job 11:8); dark (Job 10:21, 22); with bars (Job 17:16). A place to which the dead go 
down (Num 16:30,33; Ezek 31:15 -17).
Sheol had another chamber for the godly dead (OT) referred to as “Abrahams Bosom” by Jesus:

" There was a certain rich man, which was clothed in purple and fine linen, and fared sumptuously every day: 
And there was a certain beggar named Lazarus, which was laid at his gate, full of sores, And desiring to be fed 
with the crumbs which fell from the rich man's table: moreover the dogs came and licked his sores "And it came 
to pass, that the beggar died, and was carried by the angels into Abraham's bosom: the rich man also died, and 
was buried; And in hell he lift up his eyes, being in torments, and seeth Abraham afar off, and Lazarus in his 
bosom. And he cried and said, Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus, that he may dip the tip 
of his finger in water, and cool my tongue; for I am tormented in this flame. But Abraham said, Son, remember 
that thou in thy lifetime receivedst thy good things, and likewise Lazarus evil things: but now he is comforted, 
and thou art tormented. And beside all this, between us and you there is a great gulf fixed: so that they which 
would pass from hence to you cannot; neither can they pass to us, that [would come] from thence "Then he said, 
I pray thee therefore, father, that thou wouldest send him to my father's house: For I have five brethren; that 
he may testify unto them, lest they also come into this place of torment. Abraham saith unto him, They have 
Moses and the prophets; let them hear them. And he said, Nay, father Abraham: but if one went unto them 
from the dead, they will repent. And he said unto him, If they hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will they 
be persuaded, though one rose from the dead." [Luk 16:19-31 KJV]

Many scholars believe that prior to the atoning work of Christ on the cross, that righteous dead went 
“down” as well but to a place of paradise in waiting. When Jesus finished His work on the cross, He 
brought a “host of captives” with Him to heaven (Psa 68:18; Eph 4:8). This was the host of OT saints 
that could now be present with the Lord. In the story Jesus told, He knew who both men were, but notice 
how he talks about Lazarus by name which indicates that He had a relationship with Lazarus. The rich 
man obviously didn’t know the Lord. In this account told by Jesus we get some insight into the fact that 
both places were visible to the other, yet separated by an impassable void.

Paul wrote that to be “absent form the body is to be present with the Lord” (2Cor 5:1-8; Phil 1:21). So 
“Abraham’s Bosom” was only in existence prior to the resurrection - now with the Lord in heaven. The 
rich man was very much “alive” and able to experience the severity of his condition - still awaiting relief 
today; will be forever! It’s relationship with the Lord, not status in life that condemns or redeems 
humanity. HADES is the place for the wicked dead, awaiting judgment that had no relationship with the 
Lord. The place where the rich man was (and is).
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HADES was also the name given by the Greeks to their god of the underworld. Known as the place of 
the dead and associated with darkness and dread in the depths of the earth. At the great white throne 
judgment, all of hell will be cast into the lake of fire for eternity (Rev 20:11-15).

GEHENNA became an idiom for eternal suffering used by the Lord 11 times (Mt 5:22,29,30; 10:28; 
18:9; 23:15,33; Mk 9:43,45,47; Lk 12:5).  Based on the real Valley of Hinnom south of Jerusalem that 
was the city dump where garbage and dead animal bodies were burned and became continually burning 
heap.

TARTARUS - used once by Peter (2 Pe 2:4) to describe the deepest place of imprisonment and torment 
reserved for the angels that sinned (Gen 6). It was believed to be the place at the absolute center of the 
earth (bottomless pit). Jesus went and made proclamation to the fallen angels incarcerated there prior 
to His resurrection (1Pe 3:18,19).

ABOUSSO -  is another term used to describe the bottomless pit and is the place where the beast comes 
out of = the Abyss (Rev 11:7; 17:8) Satan will be bound there for 1,000 years (Rev 20:1,3) and is the 
place from high the demonic hoard comes to plague the earth (Rev 9).

Jesus mentioned Hell more than He did Heaven because of the severity and reality of it. It is eternal!
Two major false teachings on the subject are universalism and annihilationism.  Jonah may not have 
actually died and gone there, but in his description we get insight into the depth of his experience and 
God’s chastening upon him.

Idiomatic of the flood waters of judgment, Jonah acknowledges that his situation is a direct chattering 
from God. Jonah may not be able to run from the presence of God, but God has, in this chastening, 
turned off His light toward Jonah. (Jesus experienced what we would have on our behalf). Jonah knows 
that the Lord will restore him back to Jerusalem to be obedient to His call.

Somehow Jonah was aware of the depth to which the great fish had taken him and again compares it to 
the “bars” of the pit Yet he is not beyond the reach of God’s restoration. Jonah prays in his humiliation 
and desperate condition knowing he is not doing so in vain.

3-4)“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. Then I said, 'I am driven away from your sight; yet I shall again look upon your holy 
temple.'"

5-6)“The waters closed in over me to take my life; the deep surrounded me; weeds were wrapped about my head at 
the roots of the mountains. I went down to the land whose bars closed upon me forever; yet you brought up my life 
from the pit, O LORD my God."
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Jonah compares the prayers offered to idols to vanity met with the loss of hope. Not so with the prayers 
of the saints! Peter says we have been born again to a living hope (1Pe 1:3). Jonah sees his prayers 
making their way into the throne room of heaven. This is how our pryers are described in Rev 8:3,4.
Once again we see the Lord in command of His creation as He caused the fish to release Jonah; most 
likely right back on the shores of Joppa!

Note the gracious mercy of the Lord who brings to Jonah restoration and a renewal of the call to minis-
ter as the Lord has told him to do. This rebuke and restoration is a pattern in scripture. (ei. Abraham, 
Moses, David, Peter, Mark; etc.). In the typology, Israel will be brought through the depths of despair 
during the tribulation, but restored to fulfill the great commission God gave to them (ei. Isa 11:11; 61:5; 
Rom 11:15; Ezek 36:24; etc.). In the first commission, God told Jonah to “cry out against” Nineveh. 
Here in the second call, God tells Jonah to “preach” or “proclaim”; a slightly different term / approach. 
(compare with the age of grace after Jesus’s resurrection).

7-10)“When my life was fainting away, I remembered the LORD, and my prayer came to you, into your holy temple. 
Those who pay regard to vain idols forsake their hope of steadfast love. But I with the voice of thanksgiving will sacri-
fice to you; what I have vowed I will pay. Salvation belongs to the LORD!" And the LORD spoke to the fish, and it 
vomited Jonah out upon the dry land."

3:1-4)”Then the word of the LORD came to Jonah the second time, saying, "Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, 
and call out against it the message that I tell you." So Jonah arose and went to Nineveh, according to the word of 
the LORD. Now Nineveh was an exceedingly great city, three days' journey in breadth. Jonah began to go into the 
city, going a day's journey. And he called out, "Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!""
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FOURTY DAYS - this part of Jonah’s message from God carries with it the “trial period” prior to certain 
judgment that would be given for the Assyrians at Nineveh to repent. Other examples of 40 days: The 
flood (Gen 7:17); Moses on the mount (Ex 24:18); The wanderings of Israel in the wilderness (Num 14); 
Elijah’s flight to Horeb (1Ki. 19:8); Christ in the wilderness(Mt.4:2).

There is not much to Jonah’s preaching. The text only indicates that he spoke of the impending judg-
ment that God had planned to carry out on them in 40 days time.

THE GREATEST MIRACLE IN JONAH! - These pagan people who were viewed as the worst of Israel’s 
enemies and the most hated, believed in God. This meant turning from their idols to believe in the true 
God - not an act of the flesh! Even before the king’s decree, the cities inhabitants were convicted. With 
the king’s decree and the peoples response we see a genuine repentance; not a half hearted one. Not 
only was a fast proclaimed - it was to be for the duration of forty days with sackcloth to be worn - a 
denial of both inner and outer comfort.

Notice that Jonah offers no message of hope; it doesn’t indicate that he suggested repentance - it is only 
suggested by the king - “perhaps God may turn…” This is the second time that Jonah’s attitude toward 
pagan people is put to shame. The sailors feared and believed in Jonah’s God and now the hated 
Ninevites also turn to God. A key indicator to their repentance being authentic is that the king requires 
that each household reflect on their wicked ways - an acknowledgment of guilt before a holy God. Our 
merciful God responded to their repentance. This is a picture of the gospel that God brings to all peo-
ples, not just Israel.

Image God asking a Jew during the 2nd WW to preach to the German Nazi party; Nineveh had commit-
ted many horrible crimes against captives and were long time enemies of Israel.

5-9)“And the people of Nineveh believed God. They called for a fast and put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them 
to the least of them. The word reached the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, removed his robe, covered 
himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. And he issued a proclamation and published through Nineveh, "By the 
decree of the king and his nobles: Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, taste anything. Let them not feed or 
drink water, but let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and let them call out mightily to God. Let everyone 
turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his hands. Who knows? God may turn and relent and turn from 
his fierce anger, so that we may not perish.”"

4: 1-4)“But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was angry. And he prayed to the LORD and said, "O LORD, is 
not this what I said when I was yet in my country? That is why I made haste to flee to Tarshish; for I knew that you 
are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from disaster. There-
fore now, O LORD, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live." And the LORD said, 
"Do you do well to be angry?""
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Jonah’s heart is much like that of the “good son” in the parable told by Jesus which described the condi-
tion of the hearts of the Sanhedrin. In it the wicked younger son returns to the father in sorrow and 
shame asking forgiveness to which the father responds mercifully. The older son who supposes he is 
good and deserves reward completely rejects the idea that his sinning brother should be received - much 
less celebrated. But the Father’s heart is one of compassion and all of God’s children need to have the 
same anticipation of the merciful work of our deliverer on anyone He saves. What is our attitude toward 
the unsaved? Are we eagerly waiting to see God’s hand at work?

This whole historical event served the typology of Israel and their hardness of heart toward Gentiles.
In that rebellion it is actually God against whom they are sinning. They have no bragging rights; they 
rejected Christ and He used this event to condemn them:

Jonah had no miracles to present, while Jesus had a host of witnesses as to who He was; still their hearts 
were hardened. So the Lord again teaches Jonah through the use of His control over nature once again:

God caused a tall plant with large leaves to rapidly grow out of the ground for Jonah’s comfort - of 
coarse this pleased Jonah greatly. He was “exceedingly glad” because of a plant, which benefitted his 
physical condition.

God appointed a worm to destroy His appointed plant and appointed a scorching wind and the sun to 
beat down. Jonah’s hatred completely warped his view of why we are given time here. God’s people are 
appointed to be messengers of the gospel:

5-6)“Jonah went out of the city and sat to the east of the city and made a booth for himself there. He sat under it 
in the shade, till he should see what would become of the city. Now the LORD God appointed a plant and made it 
come up over Jonah, that it might be a shade over his head, to save him from his discomfort. So Jonah was exceedingly 
glad because of the plant."

7-8)“But when dawn came up the next day, God appointed a worm that attacked the plant, so that it withered. 
When the sun rose, God appointed a scorching east wind, and the sun beat down on the head of Jonah so that he was 
faint. And he asked that he might die and said, "It is better for me to die than to live.""

"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." [Mat 12:41 ESV]

"How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him who brings good news, who publishes peace, who brings 
good news of happiness, who publishes salvation, who says to Zion, "Your God reigns."" [Isa 52:7 ESV]
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Peter reminds believers that we have an account in heaven based on the works Christ brings through us 
that cannot be taken (this includes witnessing):

Paul repeatedly wrote about reward for believers. Our works will be tried and that which is pure will be 
our reward (1Cor 3:12-15). John wrote: 

Jonah did what God told Him but failed to celebrate the heart of our gracious God. He is good! And He 
has the right to be gracious to whom He chooses. Paul declares in Romans:

This is what God patiently goes on to teach Jonah even in the midst of his rotten attitude:

Jeremiah wrote "The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?" 
(Jer 17:9). Jonah’s has a warped perspective and celebrates  / mourned the life of a plant while desiring 
to see the death of so many human beings.

9-11) ”But God said to Jonah, "Do you do well to be angry for the plant?" And he said, "Yes, I do well to be angry, 
angry enough to die.” And the LORD said, "You pity the plant, for which you did not labor, nor did you make it 
grow, which came into being in a night and perished in a night. And should not I pity Nineveh, that great city, in 
which there are more than 120,000 persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also much 
cattle?""

"And how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it is written, "How beautiful are the feet of those who 
preach the good news!"" [Rom 10:15 ESV]

"Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, he has caused us to be 
born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance that is 
imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you," [1Pe 1:3-4 ESV]

"Watch yourselves, so that you may not lose what we have worked for, but may win a full reward." [2Jo 1:8 
ESV]

"Has the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the same lump one vessel for honorable use and another 
for dishonorable use? What if God, desiring to show his wrath and to make known his power, has endured with 
much patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction, in order to make known the riches of his glory for 
vessels of mercy, which he has prepared beforehand for glory-- even us whom he has called, not from the Jews 
only but also from the Gentiles?" [Rom 9:21-24 ESV]
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God brought the plant to life where there was no plant and Jonah becomes enraged at its destruction.
But he is not the least bit concerned about the even the children (120,000 person who do not know their 
right hand from their left (Gen 18:22,23). This could indicate that Nineveh may have had up to 600,000 
people dwelling there. Jonah didn’t even care about the cattle.

In reflecting on Jonah we as God’s people are challenged with God’s sovereign grace over all of life and 
His command for us to be the bringers of good news to those around us - even our enemies.

"And how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it is written, "How beautiful are the feet of those who 
preach the good news!"" [Rom 10:15 ESV]


