
Strong and kind 

On the run 

Jonah 1:1-16 

 

The God who made us is highly skilled at creating beautiful detail.  

 

We see this all over the place in God’s world. 

 

Think of the wonders on display all around us. 

 

Look at the flowers in the garden or the animals in the wild or rainbows in 

the sky. 

 

God is an artist and he loves to paint small beautiful details all over his 

creation. 

 

The truth is that God doesn’t just do this in his world, he also does it in his 

word.  

 

The Bible is full of intricate details that God uses to communicate big and 

beautiful truths. 

 

One of my tips for us as we read God’s word is to slow down and admire 

the brushstrokes of God’s paintbrush. 

 

Our temptation will be to dash through it as if we are trying to win the gold 

medal in the Olympic 100m. However, it’s far better to meander through the 

pages as if we are on a leisurely walk.  

 

Today we start a new teaching series on the book of Jonah. 

 

This morning as we stroll through chapter 1, I want to point out three big 

features. 

 

 The big command (Vs 1-2) 

 The big surprise (Vs 3) 

 The big storm (Vs 4-16) 

 

First, the big command (Vs 1-2) 

 

Look at verse 1. Read verses 1 and 2.  

 

According to 2 Kings chapter 14, Jonah was a real person who lived about 

800 years before Jesus was born.  

 

He lived in a town called Gath Hepher, which was in the north of Israel. 

 

Jonah was one of God’s prophets. And so we’re clear, a prophet was 

someone God used to communicate his precious word to his precious 

people.  

 

The messages of the prophets weren’t always popular. They often brought 

stark reminders to God’s rebellious children in order to bring them back from 

the sinful ways.  

 

However, sometimes their messages were sweet to the ear. This was the 

case for Jonah. We read in 2 Kings 14 that Jonah preached that God was 

going to expand the boundaries of Israel. As you can imagine, the people 

loved hearing this. And Jonah loved teaching it. 

 

However, the command from God in verse 2 of Jonah chapter 1 is very 

different. “Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its 

wickedness has come up before me.” 

 

Nineveh was 600 miles to the east of where Jonah lived. It was far away 
from the chosen people of God and it was a very important city in the 
Assyrian Empire, the international superpower of Jonah’s day.   
 
It was a cruel and wicked place, known for its violence and brutality.  
 
This is how the prophet Nahum, writing about 100 years after Jonah, 
describes it in Nahum 3:1-3, “Woe to the bloody city, all full of lies and 
plunder – no end to the prey…horsemen charging, flashing sword and 
glittering spear, hosts of slain, heaps of corpses, dead bodies without end.” 
 
This is where God commands his prophet to go.  
 



Let me stress the word commanded. He didn’t suggest it as a potential or 
throw it into the mix of possibilities. No with utter clarity God told him to go. 
God is not Jonah’s adviser. He is Jonah’s commander in chief.  
 
Is this how we see him? What is our attitude to God’s word? Do we hear 
it on a take it or leave it basis? Or does it come to us with divine authority? 
 

Why did God send Jonah to this horrible place? Is he simply being told 
to preach against it but to offer nothing more?  
 
Will there be hope and mercy? Or will this be the judgement express? 
 
What does God have in store for the sinners of Nineveh? Will they 
experience the full force of his righteous anger or are they about to 
experience the full force of his divine love? We’re not told the answer in 
chapter 1. The question is raised and the suspense is heightened. But 
we don’t find out the answer until the end of chapter 3. 
 
This isn’t a mistake! God has deliberately constructed this true story in a 
beautiful way so that he teaches us exactly what we need to know, when 
we need to know it.  
 
In God’s wisdom, he has determined that before we discover his plans for 
Nineveh, he will teach us about his plans for Jonah. 
 
You see God isn’t just interested in the message to be preached, he is 
passionately concerned with the messenger who will preach it.  
 
So let’s think about Jonah. He has just been issued with his mission 
instructions. How will he respond? 
 
Second, the big surprise (Vs 3) 

 

Let me show us the big surprise  

 

Listen to verse 3. Read verse 3.  

 

Jonah’s reaction is extraordinary for a prophet of God. It is a massive 
surprise  
 

God clearly says go and Jonah says no!  
 
God says, “Get up and go 600 miles east and preach in Nineveh.” And 
Jonah says, “No I’m going to go to Tarshish.” 
 
Tarshish was probably a place on the west coast of modern day Spain. 
 
That is, it is in completely in the opposite direction from Nineveh. 
 
In short, God says, “Go over there and preach.” And Jonah says, “No, I’m 
going over there.”  
 
Why does Jonah choose Tarshish? Why not just batten down the 
hatches in his home town? Why not bunker down and be a disobedient 
prophet in Israel? Why run away to a foreign land? 
 
In verse 3 we’re told that Jonah is not just running but running from the 
LORD. 
 
This is an incredible thing to read. Jonah was theologically sharp. He knew 
that the God of Israel did not have border limitations at the coast. As if the 
LORD’s jurisdiction ended at the sea. 
 
What does Jonah think he will achieve by heading to Tarshish? Here’s 
the answer. Jonah is running from the place where the Lord was present in 
a special way – the place where his word was spoken and his people lived. 
 
It’s what many a Christian backslider does today. They stay clear of all 

things that will remind them of the faith. It all gets too uncomfortable to remain 

when are heart begins to get passionate about other things. Much more 

comfortable to surround ourselves with others who won’t remind us of the 

precious Saviour we are abandoning.  

 

Did you notice what Jonah finds when he arrives at the port of 

Joppa? A boat! And not just any old boat but a ship bound for his desired 

destination.  

 

Let me say something on this that has some big implications for how we 

make decisions. 

 



When we are sinning against the clear revelation of God’s written word we 

cannot allow circumstances to confirm our choices.  

 
It is the content of God’s word rather than the circumstances of God’s 
world that must steer our lives. 
 
God doesn’t promise to shut all the doors when his people are running 
away from his gracious instruction 
 
Please don’t misunderstand me. By all means look at the open and shut 
doors of divine providence as an indication of what we should do IF we are 
not disobeying the clear instructions in God’s written word. 
 
But if we are then please don’t assume that God will shut all the doors 
ahead of you if he doesn’t want you to do something. Just because we can 
do something doesn’t mean we should and it doesn’t mean it is right. 
 
Jonah found a boat at Joppa. Was this a sign from the Lord that he should 
go to Tarshish? Of course not. The door was open but Jonah should 
have shut it.  
 
Jonah decides not to. He pays his fare, boards the ship and finds himself 
on the sea. 
 
This is where God intervenes by sending a very big storm. 

 

Third, the big storm (Vs 4-16) 

 

Look at verse 4. Read verse 4 and 5. 

 

Many of the storms we face in life aren’t caused by our disobedience.  Many 

come in times of obedience. Remember Job. He was blameless and faithful 

when the storm devastated his world. However, if you or someone you know 

is running away from God and he sends a storm, take it as a gracious action 

from heaven to stop you in your tracks. 

 

The people in the boat responded in different ways.  

 

The sailors are afraid, practical and religious. They throw the cargo 

overboard to lighten the load and also pray to whatever God they believe in.  

Whereas Jonah is in a deep sleep. How can he sleep? How can he have 

a nap when there is a storm raging on the sea and a storm raging in his 

heart? 

 

Why is he not praying? He is the only one on the boat who has a real 

relationship with the only real God in charge of all the world. But instead of 

talking to God, he remains silent.  

 

The storm continues to rage and by this time the sailors are convinced that 

someone on the boat must be responsible for the disaster. So look at what 

they do.  

 

Verse 7. Read verse 7. 

 

The God in charge of the storm is also in charge of the stones. He ensures 

that the lot falls on Jonah. 

 

This is when the sailors interrogate him. 

 

Verse 8. Read verses 8 to 12.  

 

We don’t know why Jonah says this but it does sound like his final attempt 

to avoid going to Nineveh. He has tried to run and now the Lord has 

stopped him with a storm. What else can he do to avoid the mission? Maye 

he can die.  

 

So he tells the sailors to chuck him in the sea. Jonah reasons that with him 

off the boat the sailors will live and he will die.  

We discover in verse 13 that the sailors didn’t think this was a good idea.  

 

Look at what we’re told. Read verses 13 to 16. 

 

At this point we don’t know what has happened to Jonah but we do know 

what has happened to the sailors. 

 

It is an incredible transformation!  

 



In verse 5 they are praying to whatever god they can but in verse 16 they 

are offering sacrifices and making vows to the LORD, that is the God of 

Israel.  

 

What an encouragement! The true God controls all things and he uses all 

things for the people he wants to be saved, wherever they are from and 

whatever they have done. 

 

Whether it’s big storms or small stones or even disobedient prophets. 

 

The LORD is strong and kind! 

 

We need to understand that the end does not justify the means. Just 

because the sailors got converted as a result of Jonah’s disobedient doesn’t 

justify Jonah’s disobedience. He should never have run. But such is the 

kindness and mercy of God that he even uses bad action to produce 

wonderful good. 

 

As I finish let me compare what happens to Jonah in this chapter with what 

happens to Jesus in Mark chapter 4.  

 

I’m sure you will have noticed similarities and differences between the 

storm of Jonah and the storm of Jesus. 

 

Let’s start with the similarities. Both Jonah and Jesus find themselves on a 

boat when a massive storm hits that threatens to sink the vessel. And both 

are asleep whilst the storm rages all around.  

 

However, this is where the similarities end. 

 

How does the storm stop for Jonah? For Jonah, he is chucked into the sea 

by pagan sailors and as a result the LORD calms the sea. 

 

But for Jesus it is radically different. Nobody is thrown overboard. No, Jesus 

simply stands up and calms the waves. The reason? Because he is the 

LORD.  

 

Let’s be clear. In both situations it is the LORD who calms the sea. 

However, in the case of Jesus, he is the LORD on the boat with his disciples. 

 

Later on in his ministry Jesus will voluntarily throw himself into a raging sea. 

However, it will not be a sea of water. It will be a sea of sin.  

 

Our sin has roused the just storm of God’s anger.  

 

This is a storm that should frighten us as it is a storm that can eternally 

destroy us. However, here is the brilliant news of the Bible! The LORD 

himself has come to save us. Jesus is the God-man who has sacrificed 

himself to calm the judgement that we all deserve.  

 

He died on the cross to save us from the waves that we have roused. 

 

The good news is that if we trust in Jesus we have nothing to fear.  

 

So today let’s take the opportunity to freshly praise him for our salvation and 

endeavour to serve him comprehensively, quickly and joyfully. 

 

Let’s pray. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


