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Jonah 2:2 – 9            20 April, 2014 
 

White Water Amusement Park in Marietta, Georgia. 

The water equivalent of Six Flags or Kings Dominion. 

The sprawling, seventy acre lot of body slides, tube rides, a quarter-mile 

long lazy river, and a wave pool one and a half times the size of an Olympic pool 
(800,000 gallons of fun) with four foot waves soon after the buzzer goes off. 

A place I made a lot of fond memories as an energetic, male teenager.  I 

never did master the art of floating with the current of the Little Hooch lazy river, 

nicknamed after the nearby Chattahoochee, but like a salmon often swam against 

it, with my head popping up every so often for air, and so I could hear my parents 

yell for me to stay closer to the group. 

(Now, I’m not encouraging such behavior, Julia and Laura or any of you 

youth and children here.  Rather, be kind and considerate to your parents.) 

But how could I ever forget White Water Amusement Park in Marietta, 

Georgia when it became the place I first encountered death up close and personal. 

Almost my own. 

I remember the irrational fear. 
I can still feel the impulsive instinct to survive. 

I can’t remember for how long I was panicking, and struggling, beneath 

the water’s surface.  (It seemed like forever, of course, but was probably like ten 

seconds at most.) The pool had lifeguards, plenty of them, stationed every 15 feet 

or so, six to eight of them perched around the pool’s edge.  The thing was a lot of 

people wanted to enjoy those four foot waves on a tube, not small float tubes that 

fit snugly around your waist but, you know, the type you could comfortably sit in 

and rest your arms, that wouldn’t overturn easily, especially with a 130 to 200 lb. 

person in it.  The wave pool was littered with those tubes all day long.  Which did 

not pose a problem unless, like me, you wanted to spend more of your time under 

the water than above it. 
How my swimming preference with all the tubes in the wave pool could 

affect a lifeguard’s ability to spot someone in trouble – well, I leave that to your 

imagination. 

Thankfully, the wave machine was off. The water’s surface was smooth.  

(I did have enough sense - even as a teenager - not to swim under water when the 

waves were rolling. Where was the fun in that? Besides I think they also blew the 

whistle at you for that, when you’d resurface. Some wisdom there, right?) Except 

for the hand and feet splashing and people having a good time the water was still.  

So, I had been swimming around most of the day as a fish with my eyes open in 

heavily-chlorinated water.  By this time, though – late afternoon – I swam around 

with my eyes shut more than open, somewhat tricky with all the people standing, 

limbs dangling, in the pool. 
And eventually my brain sounded an alarm I was running out of air.  All 

right, push off the pool floor and pop my head up. Except my head rammed into a 

tube and bounced down. Ok, if at first you don’t succeed, try again – but with the 

same result.  Dummy me, I should’ve opened my eyes – better a little pain than to 

have none at all for a far different reason.  But I didn’t.  I swam a couple strokes, 

kicked a couple times, to move, and blindly tried again.  No fresh oxygen yet. 

Ahhhhh … the panic set in now … 

But the prophet Jonah, he wasn’t trying to swim to the surface at all.  He 

wanted to sink further and further down beneath the thunderous waves. Jonah was 
the one, in fact, who suggested the ship’s crew toss him overboard as the solution 

to both his trouble and theirs: “Pick me up and throw me into the sea and it will 

become calm.  I know that it is my fault that this great storm has come upon 
you” (Jon 1:12). 

The prophet Jonah boarded as a passenger on a ship heading out into the 

Mediterranean Sea because he didn’t want to be a prophet – not the kind the Lord 

called him to serve as.  Oh sure, Jonah would’ve been fine with preaching among 

his people, his fellow Israelites – God’s people.  Jonah would’ve been fine, even, 

with going to the gentile nation of Assyria (northern Iraq), as the Lord originally 

commanded him to do, if Jonah could have changed the message the Lord wanted 

him to proclaim – just a bit.  Basically, that message was: “Forty more days and 

Nineveh will be overturned” (3:4).  Doomsday sounding, and the Lord meant it.  
Assyria’s wickedness as a nation, its spiritual rebellion against God’s will and his 

holiness – his patience, their time, were running out.  Jonah did not have an issue 

with Nineveh being razed to the ground, pulverized to dust.  Jonah would happily 

have gone there and told those people that divine threat.  What he didn’t like was 

including the “forty more days” part.  That part gave the people of Nineveh, the 

capital of Assyria and, therefore, the nation as a whole, time.  Time to recognize 

their sin. Time to repent of their sin.  And – the last straw for Jonah, the reason he 

bought a ticket to Tarshish in the first place – time to receive God’s forgiveness. 

People say, “I’m just the messenger.” Jonah thought, “I’m the messenger 

and, if I don’t give those people the message – their loss.”  Or, “they’re lost.” 

In other words, Jonah was willing to die physically in order that a city of 
120,000, if not more (the whole nation of Assyrians), would die eternally. 

Of course, the irony here is Jonah told the ship’s crew to throw him into 

a raging sea–the storm God whipped up to beat against the rock walls of Jonah’s 

heart–Jonah was willing to die to save these gentile strangers, whose risked lives 

he felt responsible for but without a second thought for the thousands in Nineveh.  

Even perhaps, in his mind, Jonah’s death was a permanent solution for – a human 

guarantee of – Nineveh’s destruction. 

You know, two birds with one stone. 

Again, an apt description of Jonah’s heart at this moment – stone cold. 

Yet I can feel the same coldness coursing thru my soul when I get fed up 

with the world and its evil, when my self-righteousness targets certain individuals 

on the news, e.g., as people who got to go, whose death would be welcome news.  
There’s no denying when the sinful nature goes unchecked, when sin becomes 

the standard of living – “I make up my own mind; God, don’t you butt in!” – life 

in this already-fallen world suffers and that suffering can touch us personally, not 
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to mention all the ways we share the blame for the hurt we spread around, even to 

those who we supposedly love. But like Jonah what you and I are indeed denying 

is God’s value on life, that each person, no matter how evil we’d call that person, 

as accurate of a description as it may be (God doesn’t tolerate sin any more than 

we do but so much less because he’s absolute righteousness), God still seeks to 

save that very person from his or her sin. You or I may be willing to write other 
sinners off to hell but God isn’t. 

No sin is too great, no evil too debase, for God to forgive. 

While we might struggle with that fact, the truth is when we start getting 

buried under our guilt, when we suffer our sin’s bitter and sometimes seemingly 

endless consequences, we ask for mercy. We seek forgiveness and hope to receive 

it. Yet if we can’t imagine why the Creator and Savior of us all wants everyone to 

know, to have, his forgiveness, we are the poster-children of self-love. 

That’s what makes this real-life account, maybe not your first choice as a 

meditation text for Easter, yet, so amazing! Almost unbelievable! “But the LORD 

provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three 
days and three nights” (Jon 1:17).  I mean, seriously … come on!  Why would 

the Lord rescue a man who deliberately disobeyed his command, who tried to put 
as much distance as humanly possible between him and God, who’d rather drown 

in the sea than tell someone else they’re forgiven.  On top of that, a sinner who in 

the last seconds of consciousness begged for mercy for himself, a sinner like any 

of us, who cried out to God to deliver him from the deadly depths he put himself 

in – “Throw me”! 

The supernatural here, as in not according to our nature, as in far above it, 

is the grace of God.  The Lord loves and comes for a person who had not given 

himself much time, let alone forty days, before Jonah’s sin would turn into his 

death, then and forever. 

“From inside the fish Jonah prayed to the LORD his God. He said: ‘In 

my distress I called to the LORD, and he answered me. From the depths of the 
grave I called for help, and you listened to my cry.  You hurled me into the 

deep, into the very heart of the seas, and the currents swirled about me; all 

your waves and breakers swept over me.  I said, “I have been banished from 

your sight; yet I will look again toward your holy temple.”  The engulfing 

waters threatened me, the deep surrounded me; seaweed was wrapped 

around my head.  To the roots of the mountains I sank down; the earth be-

neath barred me in forever.  But you brought my life up from the pit, O LORD 
my God’” (Jon 2:1 – 6). 

It wasn’t the sea creature – whatever, however large, it might have been 

– that Jonah couldn’t stop thinking about.  God’s love, that God would still listen 

to a cry for help.  God’s love, that God wouldn’t let sin (any sin) change his mind 

to save anyone. God’s love: God would replace a heart of stone with compassion. 

“When my life was ebbing away, I remembered you, LORD, and my 

prayer rose to you, to your holy temple.  Those who cling to worthless idols 
forfeit the grace that could be theirs” (Jon 2:7, 8).  Jonah would go to Nineveh. 

There has been one time though (thankfully only one) when God did not 

listen to a man’s cry, when God refused to acknowledge it. Actually, God wanted 

this man to know fully – feel it in his body – what the total absence of God’s love 

is.  You can call it wrath, sure – common go-to word.  But it’s more than that. 

It’s disavowal.  It’s denial of any relationship. 

As creatures (as sinful as we are from birth) you and I still have a bond of 
accountability to God. Our sin deserves his wrath, no doubt about it. Hell is a real 

place of punishment, where a person suffers the spiritual consequence of unbelief 

– the mindset that originates all sins – with no end ever. But people remain God’s 

creatures, just as the devil must still answer to God no matter how much he hates 

doing so.  Satan must submit as a creature, though chained to hell even now. 

When Jesus however cried out from the cross, “My God, my God, why 

have you forsaken me?” (Mt 26:46) – his plea of undying love, his cry of faithful 

devotion, a son putting his life into his father’s hands – God acted as though he’d 

never had an eternally-begotten Son. God the Father denied the relationship – and 

so Jesus called out “my God,” not “my Father” – as if the only way God saw this 

person Jesus was as sinner, as if Jesus was no different than the devil, you or me. 

The magnitude of those words of Jesus, as he suffers for all our sins and 
with our death, it wasn’t just the pain that God his Father wasn’t listening to him, 

the clouds turned black with wrath blocked any prayer Jesus sent toward heaven.  

It was that God, Jesus’ Father from eternity, would not say to, let alone say about, 

Jesus what God had said, what he had acknowledged, several times before during 

Jesus’ life on earth: “This is my Son, whom I love” (Mt 3:17)! 

Can we understand that suffering Jesus endured – for you, for me? 

No, never. Because we’re not God the Son. Because we’ve had sin since 

we were conceived. 

So while I wouldn’t call Jesus’ death after his crucifixion mere formality 

it was exactly what was expected to happen to someone who died for sins.  And 

that’s the despair, the confusion, you see in the women on their way to Jesus’ 
tomb.  The Son of God had died like a sinner.  What did that say about Jesus? 

His words said, his death showed, the exact message God wanted whole 

world to hear and believe: Jesus is our Savior, who’s put eternal distance between 

us and our sin! 

If we had time we’d feed our souls full of grace by looking more closely 

at what else Jesus said from the cross after he cried out, “My God, why have you 

forsaken me?”  That wasn’t his last word.  No, Jesus also said: “It is finished” – 

forgiveness of our sins, gift of eternal life, ours to have, because they’re God’s to 

give, freely, richly, daily because of Jesus (Jn 19:30).  But Jesus saved his loudest 

cry on the cross for last: “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit” (Lk 23: 

46). Jesus called God Father again!  Before he breathed his last.  Before his body 

was taken down from a cross.  Before a stone door sealed his corpse in darkness.  
Our Savior had called God … Father. 

So, the empty tomb on Easter the angel pointed out, the women saw, the 

disciples later ran to – what did that say about Jesus, let’s wonder outloud? 
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It shouted with heaven’s glory, for earth’s peace: 

Alleluia, Christ is risen!  (He is risen indeed!) 

Jesus’ resurrection from the grave - he didn’t just walk out of it alive but 

Jesus asserted his divine majesty and might over death, Jesus brought back to life 

and glorified his body on Easter - so that death no longer threatens us as a curse 

for sin, as a message of wrath from God. Jesus turned death for us, who trust him, 
into the last step we take, following Jesus’ lead, before eternal life and glory with 

God.  And the Lord cares for our bodies as much as he does his; he’ll raise them. 

Yet the resurrection that’s already taken place for us, that the risen Savior 

has brought about in us now – Jesus has made our souls alive in his grace and 

truth.  In Christ we are truly alive – that’s how God the Father and God the Spirit 

see it too: “For we know that since Christ was raised from the dead, he can’t 

die again; death no longer has mastery over him.  The death he died, he died 

to sin once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God.  In the same way, 
count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus” (Ro 6:9 – 11). 

Easter shows you and me God’s expectations for life: this new, righteous 

and heavenward thinking and living. 

It’s a complete turnaround. 
We’re not running away from God but to him.  We will to live for him. 

It’s an everyday documentary. 

We’re recounting God’s love and forgiveness and blessings and promises 

to us, and retelling them to others - anyone who’ll listen - because these truths are 

meant for them as much as for you and me. 

This gospel won’t die because, as we sang earlier, Jesus lives. 

As Jonah declared: “Salvation comes from the LORD” (Jon 2:9). 

Amen. 

 

 

“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, 

so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” 

(Ro 15:13). 

 

Remain seated for the hymn, “He’s Risen, He’s Risen.” 


