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In the 60’s, before they came to Christ, Nikki’s grandparents were raising their kids: Becky, Pam, Tom and Bonnie.  Tom was Nikki’s dad.

Becky, the oldest, was engaged to be married, and studying in Vancouver.  And on one of her school breaks, she and a friend were driving home to Kamloops in her VW Bug.  It was late as they neared the city, and at some point Becky may have fallen asleep because she crossed the centre line and collided head-on with another vehicle.  Both Becky and her friend were killed instantly.  

Now to lose a child must be one of the worst things that can happen to a person.  And both Nikki’s grandparents were devastated, but her grandmother was especially undone.  Later she said she couldn’t remember about seven years of her life from that season. 

Nikki’s dad said she would walk around the house in a trance, just saying Becky’s name.  She was awake, but in another sense sleeping.  She had checked out.  So in many ways Nikki’s dad and his other sisters grew up during those years without their mom.
…
Over the next five weeks we are going to be diving into the book of Jonah.  Now if you grew up in church, this was probably one of the first stories you learned.  But after childhood, chances are you haven’t studied it again.  Case in point: in 15 years of preaching, this is the first time I’ve touching it.  

So today we are going to start with a three-minute refresher video from the theological school of YouTube.  Sit back and enjoy.  Then I’ve got a couple questions for you.

So let’s play the video:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WOSadLyqshg

Alright, two questions.  Just shout out the answers.

1.) Without opening your Bible, what is something the video got right about Jonah?

2.) Without opening your Bible, what is something the video got wrong about Jonah?

Jonah is a complicated story.  It’s not a story about a hero, a whale or a successful mission trip.  It’s a subversive story about a prophet who knows God’s word and yet resents God’s mercy when it reaches the wrong people.  And that’s why this book is in the Bible.  Not so we can look down on Jonah, but so we don’t make the same mistake.

So, open your Bible to Jonah chapter 1.  We are going to read the first 10 verses.  Would you stand with me as we come before God’s word?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read Jonah 1:1-10]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.

Before we jump in, let me give you a couple things about Jonah that move us in a non-Sunday-school direction.  

First, Jonah is totally unique among the prophetic books.  How?  Well, the other prophets recorded the words God spoke through them to His people.  But Jonah only records 5 Hebrew words that God wanted him to preach.  So Jonah isn’t really about God’s message, it’s about Jonah himself – a prophet who wasn’t much of a prophet at all.

And we know this because Jonah doesn’t just show up here, he also appears in 2nd Kings 14 during the reign of Jeroboam the 2nd – one of Israel’s worst kings.[footnoteRef:1]  And Jonah prophesied in Jeroboam’s favor, saying he would win back territory for Israel.  So Jonah had positioned himself close to power, serving a corrupt king and cheering for national success.   [1:  See 2 Kings 14:21-25] 


I should mention that Amos also prophesied to Jeroboam, but he prophesied against Jonah’s prophecy saying Jeroboam would lose all the territory he gained.[footnoteRef:2]  And both prophecies came true. [2:  Adapted from “The Bible Project: Jonah” on YouTube] 


So any Israelite opening the book of Jonah would already be suspicious of his character.  Yes, God spoke through Jonah.  But God can speak through a donkey, and Jonah wasn’t much better.  

Actually that’s the point: Jonah is a textbook example of sin.  But not sin the way we usually define it.  Jonah was a very moral, religious guy.  But it turns out sin loves religion.  Sin can quote the Bible and go to church.  And that’s because sin isn’t primarily bad actions, it’s knowing God’s word but building our identity on something else.  And that’s the movement of our text.  

So let’s jump in.  We are going to look at this section in three parts: the word we resist, the sleep we enter and the storm that wakes us.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/running-from-god/ Accessed July 1, 2026] 


First, the word we resist.  Look at verse 1:
The word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai: “Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up before Me.”  But Jonah ran away from the Lord and headed for Tarshish. (Jonah 1:1-3)

This book begins the way most prophetic books do – “The word of the Lord came to Jonah.”  This is call language.  God is appointing Jonah to be His spokesperson. 

And Jonah knows this call.  He had answered it before with King Jeroboam.  So Jonah isn’t unfamiliar with God’s word.  He is just selective with it.  When God’s word serves Jonah’s people, Jonah is interested.  But when God’s word sends him to Ninevah, Jonah runs.  

Why?  Well Ninevah was the capital of Assyria, the rising threat in the ancient world.  A few years later, in 722BC, Assyria would conquer the northern kingdom of Israel and deport its people.  And unlike Judah’s later exile into Babylon, there would be no significant return for Israel.  This is why people sometimes speak of the lost 10 tribes of Israel.

But that’s a sermon for another day.  The point today is that Ninevah was one Israel’s greatest enemies.  And Jonah was into prophesying in favor of Israel, not against it.  And so he didn’t want Ninevah to hear God’s warning.  He wanted them to be judged.

So Jonah went down to Joppa and set out for Tarshish.  Now look at this map.  This is a picture of what the world looked like in Jonah’s day.  Nineveh is East, Tarshish is as far West as the world would allow him to go.  In other words Jonah is saying “God I’m going to run my life my way.  I’m not Your prophet.  I’m my own man.”  Jonah receives God’s word, but instead of submitting, he sprints in the opposite direction.
…
Now God’s word isn’t just for prophets.  In Genesis everything that exists was created by God’s word.  God didn’t snap His fingers and create light, He spoke.  God calls things into existence.  So nothing exists by accident, everything has a purpose.  And you find out who you really are when you respond to the word of the God who made you.

But Jonah says, “I’m going to build an identity without the word of God.  I get to decide who I am.”  Doesn’t that sound contemporary?  Well this is the essence of sin.  See sin isn’t primarily breaking rules.  Sin is deciding, “I will become myself without God.”

And here we come face to face with the bad guy in the book.  And it’s not the pagan sailors.  Look at verse 10. 
This terrified them and they asked, “What have you done?” (They knew he was running away from the Lord, because he had already told them so.) (Jonah 1:10)

The sailors are terrified when they hear Jonah is running because they respect God more than he does – more on them next week.  And the bad guys aren’t the Ninevites either.  They end up repenting when Jonah preaches.  In fact even their cows repent.  This is a great story!  And it’s not the big fish.  Jonah even makes the fish look good.  
No.  The bad guy in the story is the religious man.  The preacher.  The man who knows God’s word but is trying to find his identity somewhere else.  And this is what makes Jonah so uncomfortable to read.  He shows us that you can be religious and still be running.  You can go to church, pray, and obey all the rules, and still be building your identity around something other than God.

And we see this most clearly in the way Jonah answers the sailors.  So after they determine Jonah is the reason for the storm, they ask him in verse 8:
“Tell us… What kind of work do you do? Where do you come from? What is your country? From what people are you?” (Jonah 1:8)

Now this isn’t small talk.  These are identity questions.  They want to know, “Who are you ?  What kind of person brings on a storm like this?”  And look how Jonah answers in verse 9:
“I am a Hebrew and I worship the Lord, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.” (Jonah 1:9)

Now there are two pieces to Jonah’s answer.  He tells them his people, and he tells them his God.  And both are true.  But in a story like this, order matters.

See Jonah is a Hebrew first and a God worshipper second.  And knowing what we know about Jonah’s connection to Jeroboam, that makes sense.  Jonah has built his identity around his nation and his role in Israel’s success.  He uses God’s word, but he’s a Hebrew first, and a God worshipper second.  

So the sailors ask, “Who are you?” But really the question is, “Whose are you?”  This is what identity is about.  Who do you belong to?  Where do you look to find your worth?

And this is the human condition.  See we are all looking for a source of identity.  And some of us look to wealth and others to education or reputation.  Some look to family or politics or morality or ministry.  And some of us look to God, but we can fall into looking to God second, while something else still holds first place.  

And this is sin.  Sin is resisting the word and building an identity outside of God.  And Jonah shows us where that road leads.  We think running from God will make us free.  But it doesn’t.  When we run from God, we don’t become more awake to ourselves, we become less awake to reality. 

So second, let’s look at the sleep we enter.  In verse 5, the storm is raging outside, but Jonah is unaware.  The text says:
Jonah had gone below deck, where he lay down and fell into a deep sleep. (Jonah 1:5)


Now weird.  The storm is so bad the sailors are throwing cargo overboard.  Everyone is afraid and praying.  Except Jonah.  He’s sleeping.  And this isn’t a normal sleep.  This is escape-sleeping.  This is bed rot.  This is someone who has checked out.

Actually, the word for sleep here is the same one Genesis uses when God puts Adam into a deep sleep before creating Eve.  This is general anesthetic level sleep.  Jonah is totally unconscious to what is happening around him.

And this is what happens when we let sin take hold of us and make something other than God the source of our identity.  We lose touch with reality.  We may feel like everything is fine, but in truth the storm is raging and everything around us is coming apart.  This kind of sleep is a deathly sleep.

And this is what happened to Nikki’s grandmother.  Now I want to say this tenderly, because losing a child is a grief most of us can’t imagine.  But one of the things suffering can reveal is where our deepest identity has been resting.  And when even a good love becomes ultimate - when it becomes the thing that gives us our self - then losing it will undo us at the deepest level.  So when Becky died, grandma wasn’t just grieving, she was undone.  And this is what happens when the thing we have made ultimate collapses.  If your god lets you down, you have nothing left.  
…
Now here’s the connection: why didn’t Jonah want to go to Ninevah?  It wasn’t simply because he was scared.  Like if God told you to go to Berlin and preach against violence in 1942, you would be scared you were going to die.  But Jonah’s not afraid of death.  There’s something he fears more.

And while we don’t know what this is in chapter 1, we find out in chapter 4.  Jonah wasn’t afraid Ninevah would kill him.  Jonah was afraid Nineveh would repent and God would forgive them.

See for Jonah the real thing that gave him value wasn’t that he was God’s man, it was that he had a successful position of leadership in a successful nation.  But if Israel’s enemies received God’s mercy this would rock Jonah’s world.  And this disordered love for his nation is what puts him into the deathly sleep.
…
Now obviously this isn’t just about Jonah, this is about us.  So do you know your heart?  Do you know what you love most?  And be suspicious if your heart shouts back the Sunday school answer – “Jesus.”  Jonah thought he worshipped God.  But functionally, he belonged to his nation first, and his own success.  This is what mattered most.  So what matters most to you?  Where do you look for your identity?  What, if taken away, would destroy you?  

Is it your family or finances?  Or maybe your pleasure or entertainment?  Is it your need to be needed?  Those are all good things, but if any of them are ultimate they will put you to sleep.  
See sin isn’t primarily doing bad things, sin is putting anything other than God first.  And when we do, we may think we are awake, but we have actually lost touch with reality and are sleeping the deathly sleep.
…
Alright, final point: The storm that wakes us.

God loves His children.  God loves Jonah.  So what does God do to wake Jonah from his stupor?  He sends a storm.  And God does this because He knows what Jonah needs.  Jonah doesn’t need moral improvement.  He is really religious.  He follows the right rules.  But Jonah still needs conversion.

And this is what we need as well.  And to be converted is to reorder the loves of our life.  See there’s nothing wrong with loving your children or your work.  But if your source of value comes from here, then it’s an idol.  And idols always send us down into the deathly sleep.  Anything we love more than God will make us lose touch with reality.  

And this is serious, so when we are lost God doesn’t send an email, He graciously takes drastic measures.  He sends a storm.  Now nobody loves it when a storm shows up in life.  We usually complain, “Why are You letting this happen to me God?”  But why does God let this happen to Jonah?  It’s because He wants him.  God’s not worried about getting His message to Ninevah – He can make that happen in any number of ways.  If God can raise Jesus from the dead, He can make donkeys talk and fish swallow people.  So God can get His message where it needs to go.  But God wants Jonah.  And God wants you.
…
So it’s at the height of the storm that Jonah begins to wake up from his deathly sleep – he starts to obey.  Now it’s a complicated obedience.  We will hear more of that next week.  But Jonah acknowledges the storm is his fault.  He knows he’s running from God.  So he tells the sailors to throw him overboard into the sea.  

And ironically what looks like certain death is actually salvation for Jonah.  And this is the great reversal we struggle to believe.  Since Adam and Eve we have assumed that if we live God’s way we will have less.  We think obedience will kill our joy and cost us the thing that gives us value.  But when we reorder our loves and trust God in the storm, we don’t find death – we find life.
…
Now why is that?  Why does Jonah find mercy when he is thrown into the depths of the sea?  Well we don’t actually get the full answer in Jonah.  But Jesus tells us.

See years later, when the Pharisees demanded a sign, Jesus said:
[No sign will be given] except the sign of the prophet Jonah. For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth….. now something greater than Jonah is here. (Matthew 12:39-41)

And that’s the gospel.  Jonah was thrown into the sea because of his own rebellion.  But Jesus was thrown into the depths because of ours.  Jonah went down and found mercy.  But that’s because Jesus went down and absorbed judgment.  Jonah sank beneath the waves and was saved by grace.  Jesus sank into death so that grace could come to us.  
…
So maybe there’s something terrible going on in your life right now.  And you feel like God is trying to destroy you.  But God doesn’t want your destruction.  He wants abundant life for you.  He wants you to be with Him.  

And God wants this so much that the True Jonah allowed Himself to be thrown into the sea of God’s judgment for you.  He went down into the deathly sleep.  And unlike Jonah, there was no fish to save Him.  He sank all the way into death.  And He did this for you.  Because He loves you.  Because He wants you.

And He knows that only His love can reorder your loves.  Only when you see what Christ has done for you can the good things in your heart take their proper place.  Not because they stop being valuable, but because you finally see that you can have the most valuable thing.  You can have God.

See all of us, like Jonah, have run away.  And God has chased us all the way to Tarshish.  And He’s sent storms and great fish.  And ultimately He went all the way to death to bring you home.  So will you let His love wake you up?  Will you let His love reorder your loves?  Will you stop running and make Him God in your life?  If you will you’ll find that His love will wake you from your deathly sleep into the abundant life He created you for.


