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“Anguish and the God of Grace” 
Jonah 1:17 – 2:10 

~ Delivered at Central Baptist Church on October 7, 2017 by Pastor Barton Priebe 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 (SHOW SLIDE 1) Please open your Bibles to Jonah 1.  

 I will never forget the coffins.  Like all coffins, they were carried to the graveside.  Like all coffins, they 

were laid in the ground.  But they weren’t like all other coffins because they were only two feet long. 

o Over a period of fourteen days, our church family in Vancouver experienced the death of two 

babies, one just before birth and the other shortly after birth.   

 Oh the anguish that is felt when you sit beside a couple in the hospital as they hold their 

lifeless newborn.  Oh the tears that were shed as such small coffins were placed into the 

ground. We were drowning in grief. 

 Today is Thanksgiving Sunday.  Our passage today is perfect because it talks about thanksgiving in the 

midst of real life.  And real life is filled with difficulties and anguish. Our passage is about how to move 

from anguish to thanksgiving even while you are still in the middle of suffering. 

o Jonah has been thrown overboard.  He is about to drown.  In those terrifying moments we read 

that Jonah cries out to God for help.  God sends a giant fish that swallows him and thus rescues 

him from drowning. 

 What I want us to look at today is how Jonah responded when he almost drowned and 

when he was in anguish inside the fish.  

 What is remarkable is that we see Jonah begin to rise from the bottom. You will note that chapter 2 is in 

fact a prayer of thanksgiving to God.  In verses 1-2 Jonah celebrates the fact that God heard his prayer 

and came to his aid.  READ 2 – 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. 

o In the second half of verse 6 Jonah says, READ 6 - yet you brought up my life from the pit, O 

LORD my God.  And then in verse 9 he is giving a song of thanksgiving and declaring praise to 

the God who saved him.  READ 9 - But I with the voice of thanksgiving will sacrifice to you; 

what I have vowed I will pay. Salvation belongs to the Lord! 

 At this point Jonah is still inside the fish and yet in the midst of his suffering he has 

moved from anguish to thanksgiving. 

 If you feel like you are drowning in difficulties then this passage is for you.  If life is good then listen for 

this passage will prepare you for the inevitable sufferings that will come your way.  So how do we move 

from anguish to thanksgiving even while we are still suffering? In one sense we cannot do anything.  We 

must wait on God to rescue us.   

o But in another sense we see Jonah does not passively wait.  He does at least four things.  So in 

order to move from anguish to thanksgiving let we will see that we must do four things: scream, 

pray, think, and commit.  

 

SCREAM FOR HELP 
 (SHOW SLIDE 2) In the first place then let’s say this.  In order to move from anguish to thanksgiving 

we must scream for help. 

o So many Christians have this bizarre idea that if a Christian is crying, expressing pain, or voicing 

raw emotion to God that they are somehow rejecting their faith.  Only people who have never 

experienced deep pain can think such things.   

 When the waters of life threaten to drown you this is often all you can do.  In fact, I want 

to suggest screaming out to God is the first step of true faith.  

 This is what Jonah did.  Look at verse 1-2. READ 1-2 – 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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o This word “called” refers to an intense and desperate cry for help.  It is a scream for help.  Jonah 

says he yelled for help when he was in his distress.  

 When was he in distress?  It was when he was drowning in the sea.  He is here looking 

back on that experience.   

 The distressing nature of it is shown in the downward language.  Look at verse 3.  READ 3 – 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. 

o As Jonah was thrashing around on the surface of the sea, wave after wave from this violent storm 

crashed over his head.   In verse 4 he feels that God has abandoned him.  He feels forsaken of 

God.  READ 4 – Then I said, ‘I am driven away from your sight…’ 

 In verse 5 he is starting to get dragged under the surface.  READ 5 – The waters closed 

in over me to take my life; the deep surrounded me; weeds were wrapped about my 

head.  The seaweed was probably literal but it also pictures the chords of death dragging 

him down to the depths.   

 In verse 6 Jonah keeps descending.  READ 6 – at the roots of the mountains. I went down to the land 

whose bars closed upon me forever. The mountains are pictured like trees with deep roots.  Jonah is 

sinking down.   

o Ancient people imagined the underworld to be beneath the sea.  As Jonah sinks down, the gates 

of the underworld are open to claim him. Once inside, those gates will shut and bar him from 

ever returning to the land of the living.   

 In verse 7 Jonah is beginning to drown.  His life is ebbing away. The light is going out. 

 It is in this distress that Jonah called out for help.  Everything has been stripped away from Jonah.  And 

he is screaming to God for help.  This is faith.  Oh yes, it is raw faith but it is faith for if you don’t 

believe in God you won’t call out to him.  

o Notice with me that Jonah is not screaming out to nothing at all.  He is screaming out to God.  In 

the depth of his pain he turns to God.  The supreme example of this is when Jesus screamed out 

in raw emotion from the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”   

 This is not a cry of unbelief.  It is a cry of faith.  Note carefully that he calls out, “My God, my God.”  

Like Jonah, Jesus is turning to God in his pain.  Oh yes, his prayer to God is raw.  But it is an expression 

of trust.  In our pain we are often tempted to turn away from God.  But turn away to what?  

o I was reading the story of a man named Dustin Shramek.  He and his wife lost their son after 20 

minutes of life.  Here is what he writes: “After the death of our son Owen, my wife and I often 

had deep, haunting questions about God and his purposes.  But any time we were tempted to 

turn away from him, we were always confronted with the question, ‘If not God, then who?  If 

not God, then what?’  Could we abandon the truth and turn to some other religion?  There is 

nothing for us there, for then we would have to save ourselves.  Could we become atheists?  

There is no hope for us there, for then life would be futile.  Could we turn to materialism?  

There is no hope for us there, for material things can’t bring back our son, nor can they keep 

us from suffering in the future.  There is no hope anywhere else because God alone is God 

and he alone is holy…quite honestly, there are times when we cling to him simply because we 

see that there isn’t anything else to hold on to.”1  

 In your pain run to God not away from Him. Scream out to him for help. 

 

 

 

 

PRAY THE SCRIPTURES 

                                                 
1 Cited in John Piper and Justin Taylor, Suffering and the Sovereignty of God, 188. 
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But how do you do that?  Where do you find the words?  What do you say?  That brings us to our second point.  

(SHOW SLIDE 3) In order to move from anguish to thanksgiving we must pray the scriptures.   

o Listen carefully now because I want to give you one of the Bible’s greatest secrets about how to 

prepare for pain and how to work through it when you are in it.  To understand this let me ask 

you a question: if you didn’t know this was Jonah chapter 2 and you just read it by itself, what 

book of the Bible would you think you were reading?   

 If you have read even a little bit of the Bible, you will know that this sounds exactly like 

a psalm. In an actual fact, Jonah’s prayer is a medley of allusions that are taken from 

numerous psalms.   

 Listen to Psalm 18:4-6 - The cords of death encompassed me; the torrents of destruction assailed me; 

the cords of Sheol entangled me; the snares of death confronted me. In my distress I called upon the 

LORD; to my God I cried for help. From his temple he heard my voice, and my cry to him reached his 

ears. 
o Psalm 120:1 - In my distress I called to the LORD, and he answered me. 

o Psalm 31:6 - I hate those who pay regard to worthless idols, but I trust in the LORD. 

o Psalm 42:7 – Deep calls to deep at the roar of your waterfalls; all your breakers and your 

waves have gone over me. 

 In Jonah’s prayer there are allusions to Psalm 3, 5, 16, 18, 31, 42, 50, 65, 88, and 120.   

 Now let me ask you another question: how does Jonah have the ability to speak out a psalm of poetry 

when he is in the belly of the great fish?  There can be only one answer.   

o This man has been raised and nurtured on the psalms.  He knows them so well that they are a 

part of his very being.  When he prays, the language of the Bible just comes pouring out of him.   

 Do you struggle with prayer?  Do you wonder what to say?  Particularly when life is threatening to 

drown you?   

o Learning to pray is like learning to play music or sports.  You have to learn the language of 

prayer. To really play basketball you have to know what your coach is saying when he says, “In 

the next play we will run and pick and roll between the point guard and the power forward 

watching also for the back door alley-oop to the cutting 3 guard.”  To really play the piano you 

have to know what your teacher is saying when she says, “As we move into the second theme of 

this fugue you need to move from playing it largo to allegro, from mezzo forte to fortissimo 

and don’t miss the staccato on the F-Sharp.”  
 Now those are both pretty basic sentences if you know basketball or music.  You don’t 

have to understand them to enjoy basketball or play music but if you don’t learn the 

language you will never truly enter into the fun of competition or the joys of musical 

bliss.   

 In the same way, anyone can pray.  Just start speaking to God.  But the secret to preparing for grief and 

working through grief is to learn the language of prayer, which is the scripture.  Fill your life with 

scripture. When you are sinking in the depths the psalms and other scriptures will help you rise.  

o There is healing power just in verbalizing your emotions but you need words that capture it.  

Scream out to God for help.  Scream out the words of scripture, especially the psalms, for they 

are the words that are inspired by God himself. 

 In order to move from anguish to thanksgiving we must pray the scriptures. 

 

THINK YOUR WAY THROUGH THE TRIAL 
 (SHOW SLIDE 4) Third, in order to move from anguish to thanksgiving we must think our way 

through the trial. 

o So many people have a wrong understanding of faith.  Some imagine faith as the absence of 

thought.  They pit faith against thinking as if faith means believing something no matter what the 

facts are.   
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 Others think of faith as a thing some people possess while other do not, like a talent for 

singing.  So they say, “That’s great you have faith but I just don’t have it like you do.”   

 But these views are not what the Bible means by faith.  In the Bible faith is thinking.  Faith does not 

believe despite the facts.  Faith is thinking so carefully as to take into consideration all the facts.  It is not 

something that one person has while another does not.  It is something all can have and increase in. 

o This thinking faith is particularly important when you feel that life will drown you.  Let me show 

you what I mean. 

 Look at Jonah.  In the first half of 4 he feels banished from God’s presence.  READ 4a – Then I said, ‘I 

am driven away from your sight...’ But then look at second half of verse 4.  READ 4b – …yet I shall 

again look upon your holy temple.’  This word “look” does not literally mean to look for he is under the 

water.  It means to ponder, to remember, to think about.  

o This is clearer in verse 7.  READ 7 - When my life was fainting away, I remembered the 

LORD, and my prayer came to you, into your holy temple. 

 Notice the order.  His life is ebbing away.  In the midst of this he remembers which 

means he is thinking.  And this thinking is what increases his faith so he can pray and 

find hope. 

 When Jonah felt that God had abandoned him, he thought about the temple.  Why the temple?  The 

temple tells him that he is not truly abandoned by God.  Although the temple does speak of human sin in 

that no one is permitted to enter into God’s presence, it is also speaks of how God gave the sacrificial 

system.  God said that sin could be covered over as people sacrificed to him so that they would not be 

banished from him. 

o So even though Jonah feels banished by God, he uses his mind.  As he thinks on the temple he 

realizes that there is hope for him because the temple proclaims that God can rescue sinners. 

 Listen, doubt and a loss of faith in a time of trial do not come from thinking too much but from thinking 

too little.  A loss of faith comes from letting your feelings and circumstances dominate you rather than 

your mind.  

o When life threatens to drown us we, like Jonah, start to feel that God has abandoned us.  But 

where are these doubts coming from?  From circumstances.  From feelings.  What will give you 

strength in such a time is to think. 

 Isn’t this what Jesus says in Mt 6?  To people being choked with anxiety over where they 

will get income to buy food, clothing, and shelter jobs, Jesus says, “Consider the lilies of 

the field.  Look at the birds of the air.”  Jesus is saying, “Why are you so anxious about 

jobs and paycheques?  You’re not taking into account all the facts.  You need to think.  

Think about the flowers that God clothes.  Think about the birds that he cares for.  If 

God provides for these will he not much more provide for you?” 
 So faith does not just appear.  Faith comes from thinking, by talking to yourself, by recalling the facts 

that supersede your experience.  Our faith falters when we just react.  Our feelings lead our brains.  Our 

circumstances dominate us.  In those moments the Bible says what we need most is to think.  To take 

into account all the facts about God and his salvation for us.  

o So perhaps you are here today and you drowning under some painful experience.  Your feelings 

say that God has abandoned you.   

 But think with me.  What are the facts?  The facts are that Jesus was forsaken by God so 

that you will never be forsaken by God.  You may feel forsaken but you need to think. 

 As Jesus contemplated His Father’s command to go to the cross he was terrified.  For Jesus knew that on 

that cross He was going to be hurled into the sea of God’s wrath.  He would face the storm of God’s 

judgement against sin.  He would do it on our behalf for he had no sin. But Jesus, the greater Jonah, said, 

“Father, if this the only way to save your chosen people, then pick me up and throw me into the sea.”   

On the cross Jesus took upon himself the judgement that you deserve to pay for your sins.   

o On the cross, Jesus was “cast into the deep.”  The “flood” of God’s judgement surrounded him. 

All the “waves and billows” of God’s wrath against sin came over him.  They “closed in over 
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him” to take his life.  With the crown of thorns wrapped around his head he sunk to the “roots of 

the mountains.” He “went down to the land whose bars close” over a person forever.  

 As his “life was fainting”, Jesus remembered His Father and cried out in the words of 

Psalm 22, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”  In his distress he called out 

to the Lord.  But God did not answer him.  From the depths of the grave he screamed out 

for help but, unlike Jonah’s case, God did not send anyone to rescue him from death.  

 His life did not just begin to faint away - it fainted away.  Death opened its gates 

closed its bars behind Jesus.  But three days later Jesus kicked down those gates.  

Like Samson, he tore them up post and all and carried them off.  He tore up the 

roots of the mountains of death and rose from the depths.   

 Thinking on this is what will enable you to see that God will not forsake you.  For if you are a Christian 

you know that Jesus cries this abysmal cry of God-forsakenness so that you and I may never have to cry 

this…not ever!  

o Jesus was forsaken of God, that no sinner might ever have to know what it means to be God-

forsaken.  So if you are a Christian here today you need to think when you feel that God has 

forsaken you.  You need to think and say, “Since Jesus was forsaken I will cannot be forsaken 

by God.  Since Jesus was forsaken, God will never leave me nor forsake me.  Since Jesus was 

forsaken, nothing can separate me from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”   
 So you see when life threatens to drown you that is the time to think.  That is the time 

above all other times when you must remember all the facts of what God has done for 

you in Christ.   

 

COMMITTING YOURSELF TO GOD 
 So do you see the progression?  Faith begins by screaming for help, by praying the scriptures, and by 

thinking its way through the trial.  But now finally, and very quickly, we see a fourth thing. (SHOW 
SLIDE 5) In order to move from anguish to thanksgiving we must commit ourselves to God.   

o In the midst of his drowning God rescues Jonah with the fish.  And then look at what Jonah says 

in verse 9.  READ 9 - But I with the voice of thanksgiving will sacrifice to you; what I have 

vowed I will pay. Salvation belongs to the LORD!” 

 Now here is a key question.  Did Jonah pray this prayer of commitment when was he 

drowning, in the fish, or back on dry land?  In the fish.  Remember what verse 1 said, 

READ 1 – Then Jonah prayed to the Lord his God from the belly of the fish, saying… 

 And it is not until he is done this prayer that we read in verse 10 the fish spat him 

out. 

 In other words, Jonah is not out of his trial yet. Being inside the stomach of a fish is not like being at the 

Empress Hotel.  He is probably only half alive being swirled around in gastric juices.  But having 

screamed, prayed, and thought; he has come to a new place of commitment in the midst of his trial that 

enables him to thank God. 

o He is saying, “God I now see you a little more clearly.  And no matter what happens I am 

yours.  I thank you.”  He anticipates a day when God will finally deliver him so he can sacrifice 

with thanksgiving and make good his vows but he is not there yet.  But still he commits himself 

to God. 
 So where are you in the progression of these four things?  Are you drowning?  Then scream out to God.  Learn to 

pray the scriptures.  Has God given you some relief but you are still beneath the sea?  Then think about how the 

gospel message applies to you and commit yourself to God.  Wait on his final deliverance. 

o It may be that in this next year he will allow you walk on dry land again.  But even if you remain under 

the sea know that because of what Jesus did for you a day is coming when all who trust him will set their 

feet on dry land, to walk into a world that Jesus promised, that we sometimes doubted was there, but that 

stretches out before us. 

 Scream, pray, think, and commit yourself to God. 


