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“Help! Save us! We can’t hang on much longer!” This was the cry that woke my parents into action.
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When | was a child, we lived on a lakeside on Vancouver Island. On warm summer nights, it was common to hear voices
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People would be up late and partying; and sound travels far across the water. So even though it was late at night, and
even though our whole family was asleep in bed, hearing a few voices across the water was nothing out of the usual in
the summertime. Even calls for help were usually just young people goofing around.
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But there was something different about this cry for help. It was that phrase “We can’t hang on much longer!” When
my parents heard that, they heard a note of desperation. Someone was really in trouble out in the water.
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They jumped out of bed, grabbed their flashlights, ran down to the lake, climbed into our small aluminum boat, and
headed across the dark water, listening attentively for those desperate calls for help.
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A few hundred feet from shore, they found a pair of young men, who clearly had been drinking too much, clinging to
their submerged canoe.
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They had no life jackets and had been frantically trying to swim to shore, pulling their sinking canoe with them. They
were exhausted and on the edge of hypothermia.
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Another neighbor had also shown up to help with their boat. Together they pulled the two young men into the boats,
brought them into their homes, and gave them hot showers.
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That’s when | woke up, as the bathroom was next to my bedroom. Both of the young men recovered quickly. They later
sent my parents a thank you card. And | guess they lived happily ever after.
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In fact, many years later, one of them won a major lottery. Some would say he had a lucky life. But if my parents and a
neighbor hadn’t come to his rescue, his life would have been a very short one.
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Whether or not he ever recognized it, God heard his desperate cry for help and rescued him.
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| don’t know whether either of these young men believed in God. | don’t know if they ever prayed to God. But humanly
speaking, their cries for help were an example of prayer. Crying out “help” is the most basic prayer.
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There are times in life when all we can pray is “help me, God!” There are times when the most authentic prayer is
simply to cry to God for help. When we sense our desperate need, then we are driven to pray.
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God can use desperate circumstances to drive us from superficial prayer to really praying. It was the desperation in the
voices of those drowning men that sprung my parents into action.
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When we cry out to God in desperation, He hears us. He will save us. More than that, He will teach us to really pray --
to have a truly authentic relationship with Him.
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In our sermons, we have been following the story of Jonah in the Old Testament book named after him. Before this
story had even begun, Jonah was already established as a famous prophet. He had a great resume. He was a successful
religious professional.
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In 2 Kings 14:23 we learn that Jonah had prophesied that the nation of Israel would have military victories and extend
its borders — and the prophecy had come true. He was undoubtedly known as a successful prophet, and he would have
been seen as a national hero. He was the kind of prophet you would want on your side.
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But after all this success, Jonah still had a lot to learn. He had major attitude problems. And he needed to learn to pray.
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He had probably prayed many times throughout his life, but he still needed to learn to have a more authentic life of
prayer — to recognize how much all his success depended on God.
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Jonah needed to learn how desperately his very life depended on God. Jonah needed to learn to really pray. After all
Jonah’s successes, the place he really learned to pray was at the lowest point of his life — at death’s door, in the belly of
a monstrous fish. Jonah had to learn how desperately he needed God’s help.
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Real prayer begins when we realize that unless God helps us, our situation is truly desperate. Real prayer is saying to
God, “without You, God, I’'m sunk!”
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You see, Jonah was in a perilous condition not only when he was drowning in the sea, and not only when he was in the
belly of the fish —Jonah was in desperate danger from the moment he decided to refuse God’s call.
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Long before the storm, long before he was tossed into the raging sea, Jonah was in grave danger. From the moment he
turned away from Nineveh, from the moment he left Jerusalem in the other direction, his soul was in desperate need.
FAEN K Z AT FAERA ANR B Z AT MOS0 TIRENRER T - M 5 ESH Eemaili—
ZE - M ESHABES LS ~ ¥E T R RAVAL—ZIEE - Ay SRSEstfE A TR = 4 -

But now, in the belly of a fish, he finally admits it.
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I’'m not saying that in order to pray, we must be in a bad situation, or that we need to stir ourselves into a panic. Things
may actually be going well. Our circumstances may be relatively pleasant. We may be enjoying a close, obedient walk
with God.
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But in order to really pray, we need to deeply acknowledge that without God’s help, we would be in big trouble.
Without God’s help, we could not save ourselves. Without God’s forgiveness, we would be eternally condemned.
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Without God’s guidance we could not navigate this life. Without God’s grace, we could not accomplish anything of
value. To really pray, we need to recognize how desperately we need God.
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Real prayer begins with recognizing that our own resources aren’t enough, that without God, we’re sunk.
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Jonah had been going his own way. He had been relying on his own resources. He possessed enough money to pay for
a cruise to the farthest port in the known world. He was so self-satisfied that he could sleep through a raging storm.
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So God sends him right into the heart of the storm, right to the gates of death itself. And then, finally, in the belly of a
huge fish, Jonah finally can admit, as we read in 2:2: “| called for help”. A better translation of this would be “I was
screaming for help!”
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It was finally a real prayer, like those drowning men clinging to their canoe: “we can’t hang on much longer!”
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Jonah finally realized how dangerous his situation was, he finally admitted how perilous his spiritual condition was, and
he screamed desperately from the belly of the fish, and God heard his prayer. When we acknowledge how desperately
we need God, then we really pray.
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But real prayer is not merely reacting to desperate circumstances.

ZAIM > B S NMUR N 4 A N ©

Yes, Jonah’s circumstances convinced him of his need to pray. But in this prayer, Jonah takes the next step. As he prays,
Jonah turns his attention away from his circumstances, and begins to focus on God Himself.
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Notice that Jonah begins in verse 2 by referring to God in the 3™ person, as “He”. But by the end of that same verse,
Jonah addresses God in the 2" person, as “You”. Jonah says to God, “...You listened to my cry.”
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In the rest of the prayer, Jonah continues to talk directly to God, addressing God with the pronoun “You”. His
conversation with God becomes personal, honest, and intimate.
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Jonah is now speaking with God as person to Person. Even later in the book, when Jonah is angry with God, and even
argues with God, Jonah is at least talking to God, addressing Him personally as “You”.
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In 4:2, when Jonah complains to God, he says “You are a gracious and compassionate God”. It’s a strange thing to
complain about. Jonah still has more lessons to learn, but at least he is now speaking directly and honestly to God.
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Here in the belly of the fish is where Jonah begins to talk honestly with God. He doesn’t make excuses. He doesn’t
complain about the consequences he’s suffered. He accepts that his situation is well-deserved.
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In 2:2, Jonah gives this testimony: “I said ‘I have been banished from your sight’”. Jonah is being honest about his
situation. He doesn’t protest how God has dealt with him. He admits that deserves these consequences. Jonah is finally
being honest with God.
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But the second half of verse 4 is where Jonah really turns a corner. Jonah resolves to turn the gaze of his heart toward
God. Jonah says, “Yet | will look again towards your holy temple.”
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Since the very beginning of this book Jonah had been turning his face away from God. Ever since God had called him
to go to Nineveh, Jonah had been running away from God.
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Jonah ran away from the temple, which symbolized God’s presence. Jonah had refused to pray, even when the pagan
sailors begged him to. Jonah had refused to talk to God. He had turned his face away from God.
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Now, in the belly of the fish, Jonah finally turns the gaze of his heart toward God. When Jonah says in verse 4 that he is
looking towards God’s “holy temple”, that means he is meditating on the place where pure and precious sacrifices
were offered to God. This was a place where God displayed his mercy to his people, and where God showed that He
forgave the sins of his people.
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This pointed to the ultimate sacrifice centuries later when Jesus, the perfect and innocent Lamb of God, would shed his
blood on the cross, so that we too could be forgiven of all our sin, so that we can be forgiven of all the ways in which
we have run away from God, so that we too, like Jonah, can be reconciled to God.
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From the belly of a giant fish, Jonah finally turns the gaze of his heart toward our merciful God, toward God who
forgives us and restores us back to an intimate relationship with Him.
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Real prayer begins with honesty about our situation. It is a cry for help, but real prayer then turns our focus away from
our circumstances, as we look to God and focus on his inexhaustible mercy.

P NPT 7S T RAVIZ I -

Real prayer admits our desperate need for God. Real prayer is honest and direct with God. Real prayer turns our focus
beyond our circumstances, and fixes the gaze of our hearts firmly on God Himself.
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And real prayer is grounded in thankfulness. This entire prayer, prayed from the belly of a giant fish, is actually a prayer
of thanksgiving. Jonah realizes that he is at death’s door, yet still he gives thanks to God.
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This is made clearest in verse 9, which is a summary of the entire prayer. In that verse, Jonah describes this entire
prayer as being “a song of thanksgiving”. But we’ll save that verse for next week.
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For now, let’s just note that real prayer flows from gratefulness to God. Real authentic prayer begins when even in the
worst circumstances, we turn the gaze of our hearts toward God, and our eyes are opened to how much mercy He has
shown us. We become thankful. Our prayers are grounded in gratefulness.

BAE - RN TFUER - EIERVHS 0N B XWHIVEVE 20 - EIEHESENHSERT - BIE R i eavsit 4
FA TR LR B - el IVIRIE S AT - B WAt E I IRThaav e M2 EF - T2 » Jl b
RUE Bl Ay S EF LR TRUE Z -

To be honest, | find it difficult to always be thankful. | can complain when circumstances don’t go as | hope. If you're
like me, the good news is that God is still at work within us. He isn’t finished with us yet, even when we are ungrateful.
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God heard Jonah’s desperate prayer, but Jonah’s heart was still far from perfect. We will see that in the later chapters
of this book.
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Jonah still has a lot to learn. He still needs to grow. God is not finished with him yet. Jonah’s prayer in the belly of the
fish was a true turning point, but he still had attitude problems to deal with.
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He was thankful for God’s mercy for him, but he would still begrudge God showing mercy to others.
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Jonah was not yet fully repentant. But God is patient. God kept working on Jonah. God gave Jonah a second chance,
and a third chance, and more. God will not give up on us.
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Real prayer isn’t learned overnight. It isn’t learned in a one-time crisis. Learning to pray is a life-long process in our
relationship with God. We usually don’t realize how much further we need to go. But God leads us lovingly, patiently,
step-by-step.
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Real prayer admits how desperately we need God’s help. Real prayer is honest and direct with God. Real prayer turns
our focus from our circumstances to God Himself. Real prayer is grounded in gratefulness to God.
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But real prayer isn’t learned in a day. It is a life-long process of growing, in a trusting relationship with God. And God
will lead us in that process, step by step, patiently drawing us closer, into an intimate relationship with Himself.
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There are times in life when all we can pray is “help me, God! | can’t hold on much longer!” But let’s not wait until our
situation gets desperate. Let’s seek God every day in authentic prayer. And He will lead us patiently and lovingly, step
by step.
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