
~ 1 ~ 

God’s Unstoppable Mercy 
Jonah 1:1-16 
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Big Question:  How are God’s purposes hindered by his people? 

Big Idea:  God’s mercy is unstoppable. 

Introduction 

The story of Jonah - well, bits of it anyway – is probably in the top ten best-known parts of 

the Old Testament. 

Every kid who’s ever been to Sunday School remembers the giant fish that swallowed Jonah 

up alive before spitting him out three days later. 

It’s a miraculous story that captures our imagination. 

The story of Jonah has also infiltrated the wider culture. 

Think of Disney's Pinocchio, where Gepetto was swallowed by a giant whale while he was 

searching for Pinocchio. 

And in 2012, Bruce Springsteen released a song called Swallowed Up that draws on the 

themes of Jonah. 

 

Unfortunately, that’s often all that people remember Jonah for. 

But there’s so much more to Jonah’s life and ministry than that miraculous event. 

Outline 

This morning, we’re starting a new series in the book of Jonah. 

Jonah is one of the twelve minor prophets found at the end of the Old Testament. 

They’re not minor prophets because reading them is of little profit. 

The reason they’re called minor prophets is because they’re so short. 

Jonah is just 58 verses long.  Compare that to the 66 chapters of the major prophet Isaiah or 

the 52 chapters of Jeremiah. 

 

Even amongst the prophets, Jonah sounds very different though. 
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The prophetic books of the Old Testament are usually records of what the prophet taught as 

God’s mouthpiece. 

But the book of Jonah is much more like a story. 

It tells us about what he did and even shows us what he did badly! 

 

The theme that runs through the whole book is God’s scandalous mercy. 

God is the one who keeps pursuing his people in love, even when they are far from him. 

It deals with lots of important questions, like what should be done with the wicked? 

Is it right and fair for wicked people to be able to repent? 

How does God’s justice work with his mercy? 

Throughout the book, we see Jonah struggle with these questions and it’ll hopefully help us 

to struggle with them too. 

 

The book divides neatly into two cycles with three distinct movements in each cycle. 

We’re going to have a look at the first two movements of the first cycle this morning – 

chapter 1:1-16. 

These verses launch the theme of the book by showing us that 

God’s mercy is unstoppable. 

We’ll be looking at three Ms: 

 The Man 

 The Message 

 The Mayhem 

The Man 

First off, let’s meet the man that the book’s named after:  Jonah son of Amittai as he’s called 

in verse 1. 

 

His name literally means “dove”. 

We often think of doves as being a symbol of peace and compassion. 

Not in ancient Israel. 

The prophet Hosea rather unkindly compares Ephraim to a dove: 
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Hosea 7:11 (NIV) 11 “Ephraim is like a dove, easily deceived and senseless— now 

calling to Egypt, now turning to Assyria. 

Jonah’s name suggests that he’s not meant to be a leading example to follow. 

 

Jonah doesn’t always act very much like one of God’s prophets should. 

The most godly people are the sailors and the Ninevites, not the prophet. 

We see Jonah’s bad moments more than the good ones. 

This highlights that God’s the real hero of this book. 

 

That said, Jonah was a fair dinkum prophet in Israel, used in ways that aren’t talked about in 

the book of Jonah at all. 

He’s referred to twice in the Bible. 

Obviously in the book named after him, but he also makes a cameo in 2 Kings 14:25. 

 

This passage is describing King Jeroboam II who was king of the Northern Tribe of Israel. 

He was a nasty piece work, just like his namesake, Jeroboam son of Nebat. 

Even still, Jonah prophesied that Jeroboam II would restore the boundaries of Israel back to 

the same place as they were under King Solomon. 

And that’s exactly what happened: 

2 Kings 14:24–25 (NIV) 24 He did evil in the eyes of the LORD and did not turn away 

from any of the sins of Jeroboam son of Nebat, which he had caused Israel to 

commit. 25 He was the one who restored the boundaries of Israel from Lebo Hamath 

to the Dead Sea, in accordance with the word of the LORD, the God of Israel, spoken 

through his servant Jonah son of Amittai, the prophet from Gath Hepher.  

 

Time and again throughout Jonah’s life and ministry, he saw God show mercy to wicked 

people. 

It’s just staggering that God would allow Israel to expand under this evil king. 

That he’d give them a time of peace and prosperity despite their rebellion. 

Yet that’s exactly what he did. 

 

The book of Jonah itself doesn’t give us anything to date it. 
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However, the reference in 2 Kings also helps us date Jonah to the time of King Jeroboam II, 

who reigned from 786-746BC. 

Some of you are probably thinking, “*Yawn*, that’s all very nice, but why should I care?” 

Usually, I’m the first one to suggest that questions about dating should stay on the first 

pages of a commentary. 

However, it’s helpful to understand the world that Jonah was speaking into, so that we can 

understand him properly. 

 

After King Solomon died, his boys had a blue that resulted in Israel being divided into two – 

the Northern Kingdom of Israel ruled by Jeroboam I and the Southern Kingdom of Judah 

ruled by his brother Rehoboam. 

The Northern Kingdom was finally defeated by the Assyrians Empire and they were taken off 

into exile in 722BC. 

So, Jonah comes before the time of Ezra and Nehemiah that we looked at last year. 

The prophets were active before the exile, warning God’s people what would happen if they 

kept rejecting the Lord. 

 

Who was Jonah? 

He was a prophet from the Northern Kingdom of Israel in the years before the exile. 

The Mission (1:1-3) 

As a prophet of the God of Israel, Jonah was given a mission. 

We find out about that mission in the first two verses of chapter one: 

Jonah 1:1–2 (NIV) 1 The word of the LORD came to Jonah son of Amittai: 2 “Go to the 

great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up 

before me.”  

 

I’ve got no doubt that Jonah would’ve been quite surprised by the task he was given. 

It was a unique task, unlike any before it. 

If there was once place a prophet of God hadn’t anticipated going to, it was probably 

Nineveh. 
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Nineveh is located about 885 kilometres north-east of Jerusalem. 

It was a large and important city – a ‘great city’ – one of the key cities in the country of 

Assyria. 

By the end of the eighth century BC, Sennacherib would make it the capital of the Assyrian 

empire. 

 

The first reason why Jonah would’ve been surprised to get sent there is that it wasn’t part of 

Israel. 

It was common for the prophets to pronounce judgement against the nations, but none of 

them actually did it to their face. 

They mainly did it to warn the people of Israel what would happen to them if they also 

disobeyed God. 

 

The second reason is that Nineveh was well-known for being a wicked city. 

At this time, the Assyrians had been around for about a hundred years and they were slowly 

growing. 

They would become the world’s first superpower – the Russia or USA or China of their day. 

And they were even more ruthless. 

 

I was reading a bit about the Assyrians this week. 

They were truly wicked:  blood-thirsty and violent. 

When the Assyrians won wars, they were brutally cruel and vindictive. 

Their own artwork and inscriptions show how their leaders were praised for torturing their 

prisoners after battle. 

 

I came across this line in one book I read: 

“Warning: What follows is rated “R” for gore and violence.” 

I thought, “Yeah, right, they’re just being super-sensitive.”  

It was a mistake to read on. 

Some of the things the Assyrians did to people were just sick – they would’ve easily rivalled 

al-Gaddafi and the Kims of today. 
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Reading about what they did made my stomach turn and my skin crawl because these things 

weren’t made up in a movie – they really happened. 

 

Yet these were the kind of people that God commanded Jonah to go and preach to. 

And not just to preach to, but to preach judgement against them. 

Did they even deserve to be warned by a prophet? 

 

At this point in the account, we’re not told why Jonah didn’t want to go and I think that’s 

quite deliberate. 

If you hadn’t peeked at the end of the book, you wouldn’t know exactly why. 

What we do know is that he ran away from the Lord. 

The reason he was going was to “flee from the LORD”, verse 3. 

 

Jonah packed up his bags, got up and went… not east towards Nineveh to fulfil his 

commission, but in the opposite direction – west towards the city of Tarshish. 

Tarshish was the Gold Coast of the ancient world. 

We don’t know exactly where it was, but it was probably somewhere in southern Spain. 

It took about three years to get there and back if you were travelling on a merchant ship. 

 

Why Tarishish?  Because it was a long way away. 

You can’t go any further west in the Mediterranean Sea and it was probably the furthest 

place an Israelite would know about. 

But more importantly, it was away from Yahweh’s presence. 

 

Jonah wasn’t stupid. 

He knew that God is in control of the whole world and he says as much in verse 9. 

He probably knew the words of David in Psalm 139: 

Psalm 139:7–10 (NIV) 7 Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your 

presence? 8 If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, 

you are there. 9 If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, 
10 even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast.  

He knows that he can’t escape God’s control. 
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He’s being passive-aggressive though. 

Rather than talking to God, he’s trying to escape his voice. 

The attraction of Tarshish was that he could be incommunicado there. 

No one had heard the LORD speak in Tarshish before. 

By trying to flee to Tarshish, it was like he was putting his hands over his ears and chanting, 

“I can’t hear you.  I can’t hear you.” 

He can’t run from God, but he can run from the place where God speaks. 

 

So, Jonah goes down to the port city of Joppa, which is where Tel Aviv is today. 

He has to pay for his escape with his own money so that he can board a ship that’s ready to 

set sail towards Tarshish. 

That seems like an odd detail to include, until you compare it to his return journey… which 

was free. 

When he’s obeying God, things come easily but he has to fund his own rebellion. 

And he sails off into the sunset. 

 

Jonah often gets a very bad wrap. 

Most commentaries, books and Bibles label him “The Disobedient Prophet.” 

That’s true. 

On the one hand, he definitely did the wrong thing by fleeing the other way to what God 

sent him. 

But on the other hand, he’s hardly alone in being a reluctant messenger of God. 

Think of Moses in Exodus 3 & 4, or Gideon in Judges 6. 

 

As for us, it’s easy to sit in judgement of Jonah 

However, I think most of us can actually relate to him because we’re often not that different 

to him, are we? 

We can be just as reluctant as he was. 

 

As Christians, we have a God-given commission too. 
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Jesus has spoken to us, his disciples and given us a mission: 

Matthew 28:19–20a (NIV) 19 Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 

them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching 

them to obey everything I have commanded you. 

That’s Jesus’ commission to share God’s mercy with everyone from our neighbours to the 

person in Timbuctoo, and everyone in between. 

 

That’s not always very comfortable, though, is it? 

It means sharing the gospel with people who we don’t like or who make us feel 

uncomfortable. 

Maybe with our enemies. 

Perhaps especially with them. 

 

It’s not uncommon for us to act passive-aggressively towards God in this area too. 

Most of us wouldn’t dare say to the God of the Universe, “Nup.  No way.  Not gonna do it!” 

We express the same thing pretty effectively by our actions though. 

I think all of us are guilty – at times – of ignoring what we’ve been told to do. 

It’s much easier and more comfortable to immerse ourselves in the culture – putting our 

hands over our ears and pretend that we haven’t heard. 

Rather than sitting in judgement of him, Jonah serves as a mirror for our own lives. 

 

Jonah was a prophet of God, given a mission to preach against the wicked people of 

Nineveh. 

However, he fled from the mission he was given. 

The Mayhem 

Finally, we see the mayhem that results from Jonah’s attempted flight. 

 

In this next phase of the account, the focus isn’t on Jonah so much as the sailors on the ship. 

They’re sailing along when a storm strikes. 

This’s a long way from being a storm in a teacup. 
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It’s like a Category 1 cyclone bearing down on the ship. 

 

We’re told that it’s been sent by the LORD. 

A more literal translation gives us this really vivid picture of God sitting in heaven, hurling 

wind down at the ship. 

The waves caused by the wind are huge. 

As each one smashes down onto the deck, the whole ship creaks and shakes. 

There’s so much force that they’re worried about the whole ship breaking up. 

Even the seasoned sailors on-board would’ve needed to change their undies. 

 

How do the sailors respond? 

Step One:  they start calling out to their gods. 

These sailors obviously weren’t Israelites because they begin calling out to the various gods 

they know for help. 

Gods in the ancient world were generally thought to only have control over a particular 

domain of the world. 

There were lots to choose from and they didn’t know which god had been offended, so it 

didn’t matter which god they called out to… they wanted to try them all. 

 

Obviously the wind didn’t calm down though because they moved onto Step Two:  throwing 

the cargo overboard. 

That’s not something that a sailor would do lightly. 

In the days before insurance, they were throwing their livelihood overboard. 

But they are in such danger that they’re willing to do whatever it takes. 

 

But not Jonah. 

It’s probably only as they empty all the cargo from the ship’s hold that the sailors discover 

Jonah below decks. 

He could hardly miss the raging storm that was going on, 

Jonah 1:5b (NIV) But Jonah had gone below deck, where he lay down and fell into a 

deep sleep.  
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It seems like he couldn’t care less about the storm or what would happen if the ship was 

lost. 

 

The captain can’t believe what he’s found. 

He tells Jonah to get up and get on his knees. 

Unlike Jonah, it seems to have crossed the captain’s mind that perhaps calling out to Jonah’s 

God might be a good idea. 

“Start praying!” he commands in his best G-rated sailor’s voice. 

The sailors actually seem to know the right way to deal with the gods than Yahweh’s 

prophet. 

Still, the wind doesn’t calm down. 

 

Step Three:  they cast lots to find out who’s caused this. 

Casting lots isn’t supposed to be a pattern of decision making that we’re meant to follow. 

Still, the LORD uses it to point out Jonah to the sailors. 

 

Step Four:  they begin to interrogate Jonah by asking him five questions, verse 8: 

 Who’s responsible for making all this trouble? 

 What kind of work do you do? 

 Where do you come from? 

 What is your country? 

 From what people are you?” 

It might sound odd that they’re asking these questions when they know who’s responsible 

for the trouble – it’s Jonah. 

The reason they’re asking these questions though, is because they want to know which god 

had been offended. 

 

Verse 9: 

Jonah 1:9 (NIV) 9 He answered, “I am a Hebrew and I worship the LORD, the God of 

heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.”  

That’s not the answer they want to hear. 

Most sailors lived in fear of the Phoenician deity Baʿal Shemêm who was known as “the Lord 

of Heaven” and had control over the sea. 
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He’s on the wrong side of a cosmic power, the God of heaven who doesn’t just have control 

over the land, but the sea as well. 

Jonah hasn’t just upset some local yokel god. 

And he thought that it’d be a clever idea to run from this God who controls the sea by 

sailing on their ship! 

Great, Jonah, just great.    

 

That’s why they ask, “What have you done?” in verse 10. 

They aren’t wondering what Jonah had done to upset his God. 

We’re told that they already knew he was running away from the LORD. 

Jonah doesn’t realise (or perhaps care) that he’s put all of their lives at risk. 

The Category 1 cyclone becomes a Category 2 and the sea starts to get rougher and 

rougher. 

 

The sailors don’t have any experience with the God of the Bible, so Step Five:  they ask 

Jonah what they have to do to appease this God. 

Jonah acknowledges his sin. 

He calls out to God for mercy. 

No, he doesn’t do that at all! 

 

He’s in no hurry to try and make things right with God by repenting of what he’s done. 

He’s willing to face death rather than carry out his commission. 

He doesn’t even offer to fix the problem by jumping overboard to save the other men on 

the ship. 

Instead, he tells them that they have to fix the situation: 

Jonah 1:12 (NIV) 12 “Pick me up and throw me into the sea,” he replied, “and it will 

become calm. I know that it is my fault that this great storm has come upon you.”  

 

The sailors don’t much like the idea of throwing Jonah overboard. 

Unlike Jonah, they don’t want the blood of another man on their hands. 

Besides, how are they to know that it’ll actually work? 



~ 12 ~ 

They only have Jonah’s word that it’ll make any difference.. 

 

So, Step Six: they try their best to row to land. 

They furiously pull at the oars, but they don’t seem to be getting anywhere. 

In fact, the harder they pull, the worse the storm seems to be getting. 

The Category 2 cyclone becomes a Category 3. 

 

There’s no other way.  It’s a matter of life and death. 

They can’t outrun the storm, so it seems that there’s no other option than to throw Jonah 

overboard. 

Step Seven: they call out to Yahweh, the God of the Bible. 

Jonah 1:14b (NIV) “Please, LORD, do not let us die for taking this man’s life. Do not 

hold us accountable for killing an innocent man, for you, LORD, have done as you 

pleased.”  

 

Step Eight:  they throw Jonah overboard… and immediately, everything grows still. 

He might be disobedient, but like a true prophet Jonah’s words proved to be right. 

As soon as he left the boat, the sea became calm. 

That would’ve been impressive to see, wouldn’t it? 

 

People talk about being in a cyclone. 

One minute, the wind is howling and the next minute, everything just goes still. 

In a cyclone, it’s deceptive because it’s the eye of the storm and there’s more to come. 

But this wasn’t the eye of a cyclone.  No more winds came. 

It was the powerful working of God. 

 

 

The sailors are like the disciples in Matthew 8:27 who saw Jesus calm the storm and 

responded: 

Matthew 8:27 (NIV) 27 The men were amazed and asked, “What kind of man is this? 

Even the winds and the waves obey him!”  
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And the sailors in Jonah’s ship had the same reaction. 

These experienced sailors were obviously impressed because they offer a sacrifice and make 

vows to Jonah’s God. 

 

They’d called out to their own gods and saw no response. 

Now they’ve seen the power and the authority of Jonah’s God. 

And it causes them to fear him. 

Not the kind of quaking-in-their-boots fear they had during the storm, but respect at his 

authority. 

The proverbs tell us: 

Proverbs 1:7 (NIV) 7 The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge, but fools 

despise wisdom and instruction.  

They have an emerging faith in Yahweh. 

 

Jonah tried to run away from going to the gentiles in Nineveh. 

But God’s mercy is unstoppable. 

And he showed that in the middle of the ocean where, even despite Jonah’s disobedience, 

God’s mercy has been at work. 

How amazing is our God that he can even use the disobedience of his people to bring about 

his good purposes? 

That’s not a reason to presume upon his grace and justify our disobedience, but it is an 

indicator of how powerful the God we serve is. 

 

That’s how our God rolls. 

With Easter fresh in our minds, we’re reminded of the amazing way that God acted some 

eight hundred years after Jonah. 

The leaders of Israel were meant to teach the people of Israel to be a light to the nation and 

point them to the coming Messiah. 

But when they met Jesus, they were intimidated by him. 

He challenged their belief that they could be good enough for God by themselves. 

 

And so they worked up the crowd to demand that Pilate execute him. 
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God’s mercy was unstoppable though. 

He was using the pagan, Roman judicial system to bring about his greatest triumph. 

The innocent Jesus was dying on the cross to pay not for his own sins – but for the sins of 

men and women like you and me. 

On the cross, we see God’s mercy in allowing sinful people to go free. 

 

Jonah chapter one is a surprising part of the Bible… and there’s not a fish in sight. 

But what you can’t miss is God’s mercy is relentless. 

His mercy can’t be stopped. 

He is the God whose mercy is unstoppable, even when his servants are disobedient.
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Big Question:  How are God’s purposes hindered by his people? 

Big Idea:  God’s mercy is unstoppable. 

Discussion Questions 

1. Other than the “Big Fish” (aka Whale), what else did you know about Jonah before this 

series? 

2. The book of Jonah is miraculous.  Do you think that Jonah was a real person in history?  

Why/why not? 

3. What are some reasons that Jonah might’ve found going to Nineveh difficult? 

4. Jonah was quite passive-aggressive in the way he responded to God’s commission.  Do 

you think we, as Christians, ever respond passive-aggressively to what God’s told us to 

do? 

5. Why were the sailors so concerned when they found out who Jonah was fleeing from? 

6. Comparing Jonah and the sailors, who do you think acted in the more godly way?  Why? 

7. How was God’s mercy shown despite Jonah’s disobedience?  How can God’s character 

be a comfort to us? 

 


