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Today, I want to tell you a fish story about the one that tried to get away. I was fishing in the 
ocean near Atlantic Beach with Joe Lyle, his son Jacob, a guide, and a couple of their friends. 
Joes had graciously invited me to go with them. We were fishing for Cobia. Cobia are a fish I had 
always wanted to catch. They are like a cross between a catfish and shark. They get pretty big, 
and they are really, really strong fighters. I’ve read about people getting their boat beat to bits 
by Cobia or even having their legs broken, because they boated the fish before it was done 
fighting. Because of that, you use a really big rod and reel for Cobia, something about like this 
with #80 line and lures about this big. It’s a big strong fish, and you use a big rod. 
 
While we were driving around the ocean looking for signs of cobia, we had trailing behind the 
boat two rods for Spanish Mackerel. Spanish Mackerel are fast, but they are not super-strong. 
They only get about this big, so you use a rod like this and a lure like this and #15 line for 
Spanish Mackerel. After an hour or so, we had caught about ten Spanish Mackerel. They were 
biting pretty consistently, so I wasn’t too surprised when the little Spanish rod next to me got a 
bite. But when I picked it up, I immediately knew something wasn’t right! The line just started 
peeling off the reel at an alarming rate. There was a really big fish, and it was trying hard to get 
away! By the time I realized what was going on, half the 15 pound line on the reel was gone! I 
started yelling at the driver “Backup, backup, backup, backup.”  By the time he got the boat in 
reverse and moving with the fish. I only had one wrap of line left on the reel. 
 
I started fighting. I fought that fish for three solid hours. OK, Joe says it was 15 minutes, but I’m 
pretty sure it was three hours. Anyway, I finally got it up to the boat, and we could see it was a 
good-sized cobia. The guide didn’t even move to try and land the thing. He just looked at the 
fish and said “It’ll be a while.” Sure enough as soon as the fish saw the boat, it took off again. 
This time it took about half the line off the reel before I got it back to the boat. The guide still 
didn’t move. He just said “Not yet.” And away it went again till I got it back to the boat and 
again and again. Finally the fifth time I got the fish to the boat, the guide landed it. 
 
The guys congratulated me. The guide just kept saying “I’ve never seen anything like it, a Cobia 
on a little Spanish Mackerel rod.” I had what was, at that point, the biggest fish of my life. Later, 
I caught a redfish that was bigger, but that’s a fish story for another time. That’s the story of the 
one that tried to get away. 
 
Today we are reading from Jonah chapter 1 about the prophet that tried to get away from God. 
 
The word of the LORD came to Jonah son of Amittai: “Get up and go to the great city of Nineveh 
and cry out against it, because its wickedness has come up before me.”  



But Jonah ran away from the LORD and headed for Tarshish. He went down to Joppa, where he 
found a ship bound for that port. After paying the fare, he went down into the ship and sailed 
for Tarshish to get away from the LORD.  
Then the LORD sent a great wind on the sea, and such a violent storm arose that the ship 
threatened to break up. All the sailors were afraid, and each cried out to his own god. And they 
threw the cargo into the sea to lighten the ship.  
But Jonah had gone below deck, where he lay down and fell into a deep sleep. The captain went 
to him and said, “How can you sleep? Get up! Cry out to your god! Maybe he will take notice of 
us, and we will not perish.”  
 Then the sailors said to each other, “Come, let us cast lots to find out who is responsible for this 
calamity.” They cast lots and the lot fell on Jonah. So they asked him, “Tell us, who is responsible 
for making all this trouble for us? What do you do? Where do you come from? What is your 
country? From what people are you?” He answered, “I am a Hebrew and I worship the LORD, 
the God who lives in heaven, and who made both the sea and the dry land.” 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.)  
The sea was getting rougher and rougher. So they asked him, “What should we do to you to 
make the sea calm down for us?” “Pick me up and throw me into the sea,” he replied, “and it 
will become calm. I know that it is my fault that this great storm has come upon you.”  
 Instead, the men did their best to row back to land. But they could not, for the sea grew even 
wilder than before. Then they cried to the LORD, “O LORD, please do not let us die for taking this 
man’s life. Do not hold us accountable for killing an innocent man, for you, O LORD, have done 
as you pleased.” Then they took Jonah and threw him overboard, and the raging sea grew calm. 
At this the men greatly feared the LORD, and they offered a sacrifice to the LORD and made 
vows to him. 
- Jonah 1:1-16 
 
Today we are going to talk about a prophet who tried to get away from God. Today we are 
starting a five week series on one of my favorite books in the Old Testament, the book of 
Jonah! The series is called “Bigger.” It’s called “Bigger” for a couple of reasons. First, it’s called 
Bigger, because Jonah is a fish story and, let’s face it, that’s what every fish story that’s ever 
been told was about! It’s about bigger, a bigger fish, a bigger stringer of fish or just a bigger 
story! We all want bigger! So that’s the first reason we’re calling it “Bigger.” Secondly, it’s called 
“Bigger” because that is really the message of the book of Jonah. The theme of Jonah is bigger. 
In Jonah, we see that God is bigger. We see that God’s purposes are bigger. We see that God’s 
mercy is much bigger than Jonah ever dreamed possible. 
 
God’s mercy is bigger! Today as we look at this first chapter of Jonah, we’re going to see that 
the scope of God’s mercy is bigger than just his people. God loves his people. If you’re one of 
God’s people, he really loves you! But God also loves. He is deeply concerned about people that 
are not his people! Jonah is going to find that out today, through his call and through his 
attempt to get away from his call. He’s the one that almost got away. 
 



Today as we look at this first chapter of Jonah, here’s what we’re going to do. First, we’re going 
to spend most of our time just looking at the story. We’ll look at the story from the standpoint 
of each of the main characters, from the standpoint of Jonah, from the standpoint of God and 
from the standpoint of the sailors just to make sure we understand what’s happening here. 
Then second, we’re going to talk about how Jonah 1 applies to our life. We’re going to talk 
about God’s love for people who are not his people and what we should do about that. So 
that’s what we’ll do today as we look at Jonah 1. 
 
We are going to start this morning by just looking at the story of Jonah 1 from the standpoint of 
each of the three characters: Jonah, God and the sailors. So we will start with Jonah and the 
role Jonah plays is that he tries to get away from God. When God sends Jonah to people that 
are not his people, Jonah tries to get away from God. 
 
Jonah runs from God. It’s what he’s famous for. One of my seminary professors used to call 
Jonah “the AWOL Prophet.” Jonah runs from God. Now if we’re going to get to know Jonah over 
the next five weeks and really understand the message of this book, we kind of need to take a 
deep look into who he is in this first chapter. As we look at this first chapter, the story of Jonah 
trying to get away from God really has three movements to it. The first movement is this: 
 
Jonah clearly hears God’s Call. Our story starts in verses 1-2. Look at what it says there: 
 
The word of the LORD came to Jonah son of Amittai: “Get up and go to the great city of Nineveh 
and cry out against it, because its wickedness has come up before me.”  
- Jonah 1:1-2 
 
Jonah, son of Ammitai was a prophet from Israel’s Northern Kingdom. He lived near the Sea of 
Galilee. He was an experienced prophet. 1 Kings 14 tells us that Jonah prophesied under the evil 
Israelite King Jereboam II. Jonah predicted that the size of Jereboam’s Kingdom would increase 
greatly and, sure enough, it did. So Jonah was an experienced prophet. He knew how to hear a 
message from God. So when the Word of the Lord came to him, he knew exactly what God 
wanted him to do. 
 
What God wanted Jonah to do was go inland about 550 miles east of Israel to a city called 
Nineveh. Nineveh was a good ways inland in the ancient near east. It was in the modern-day 
nation of Iraq, just opposite present day city of Mosul on the Tigris River. Nineveh was the 
capital of the Assyrian Empire. The Assyrians were a very war-like, very powerful empire in 
Jonah’s day. God gave Jonah to clear commands in his commission. He told him (1) Get up (qum 
in Hebrew). Get up and go to Assyria; and (2) God told him to cry out (the Hebrew word is qara. 
It means to speak up or proclaim or cry out) against the city of Nineveh. God said tell them their 
wickedness has come before me. I’m not going to ignore it anymore. I’m about to deal with 
them if they don’t change their ways! So Jonah had a very clear call from God. Now, the second 
part of his story is this: 
 



Jonah runs as far as he possibly can. God told Jonah to go 550 miles east on land to Nineveh. 
Now look at Jonah’s response in verse 3. Does he do it? Jonah ran away from the LORD and 
headed for Tarshish. He went down to Joppa, where he found a ship bound for that port. After 
paying the fare, he went down into the ship and sailed for Tarshish to flee from the LORD.  
 
God told Jonah to go East. Does anyone want to guess which direction Tarshish is? West and 
when I say west, I don’t mean like Tennessee west. I don’t mean Kansas west. I don’t even 
mean California West. I mean way west! We’re not sure exactly where Tarshish is, but here is 
scholars’ most likely guess. It was a Phoenician colony on the southwest corner of Spain. It was 
about 3,500 miles to the west of Israel. That’s further than it is from Key west to Seattle! 
Whether that’s the exact location or not, we don’t know, but we do know this: Tarshish was 
mentioned several times in ancient near eastern writings, and it’s always associated with one 
thing: it is one of the most distant places on earth! So when the Bible says Jonah went to 
Tarshish, it’s like saying he went to Outer Mongolia. He went to Timbuktu. It’s like Jonah was in 
Raleigh, God told him to go to Orlando, so he went to the North Pole instead. 
 
So what is Jonah doing? Simple: He’s being as disobedient as he possibly can. God tells him to 
go east. He goes west. God tells him to go on land. He takes a boat. God tells him to go 500 
miles one way. He goes 3,500 miles the other way. God tells him to “get up” and, if you look at 
the Hebrew of Jonah 1, all Jonah does is go down, down to Joppa, down to the ship down in the 
belly of the ship, down in the belly of the whale. He’s being as disobedient as he possibly can. 
 
This is childish, is it not? It’s like “opposite day.” “God told me East, so I’m going West.” We 
read this, and we’re like “What is this? Are we in kindergarten?” Jonah is so childish that he’s 
like the comic relief of the Old Testament. He’s the prophet of the living God who Jonah says to 
the sailors “Lives in the sky and made both the land and the sea.” When he says that, the pagan 
sailors have the good sense to be terrified, because they know you can’t outrun a God like that. 
But not Jonah! He’s going to clinch is tiny little fists and throw his toys out the crib and try to 
outrun God. It’s almost funny. Now let me show you something that’s not funny. The third part 
of Jonah’s story: 
 
Jonah is willing to die. He’s willing to give his life to disobey God. Let me show you something:  
 
The sea was getting rougher and rougher. So they asked him, “What should we do to you to 
make the sea calm down for us?” “Pick me up and throw me into the sea,” he replied, “and it 
will become calm. I know that it is my fault that this great storm has come upon you.”  
- Jonah 1:11-12 
 
So that’s Jonah’s response. Now let me ask you a question: Does that seem strange to you? 
Notice what Jonah says. He doesn’t say “Row over to shallow water and let me off.” He doesn’t 
say “Turn around and go back!” He doesn’t even say “Give me a life preserver to hold on to.” 
He just says “Go ahead and throw me overboard into the storm.” For years, that’s bugged me. I 
was like “Is he really that noble?” I would at least be saying “Give me some floaties or 
something.” But Jonah, who was fast asleep during the storm, just says “Throw me in.” 



 
That’s always bugged me. I wondered “Why did he do that?” Then I read the rest of the book 
closely, and I realized something: Jonah doesn’t care if he dies. He’s not that worried about it. 
In fact, there are four other places in the book of Jonah where Jonah either tells God to kill him 
or says he wants to die. 
 
It’s not because Jonah is such a good little prophet that he can’t wait to get to heaven. It’s 
because Jonah resents with every fiber of his being what God is telling him to do. He doesn’t 
trust God. He hates what God is telling him to do, and he will go to any lengths, even death, to 
keep from warning the people of Assyria that God’s wrath is coming. 
 
See that great distance, that 3,500 mile distance and the fact that he’s on the ocean rather than 
land, that’s not just because it’s opposite day. It’s not because Jonah actually thinks he can 
outrun God. He knows better. It’s because Jonah thinks that if he gets far enough away there’s 
no way God can make him obey. He wants to get so far away that it’s impossible for him to 
warn the Ninevites. Jonah figures if God kills him, he wins anyway! Jonah does not want to go 
to Nineveh. 
 
The reason is simple: The Ninevites, the Assyrians, are not his people. They are not Jonah’s 
people and, because of that as far as Jonah is concerned, they are not God’s people. This wasn’t 
like being sent to prophesy to Judah, where God’s people lived and where the Temple was. This 
wasn’t like being sent to Northern Israel, where they were disobedient but still claimed to be 
God’s people. This wasn’t even like being sent to the Edomites or Moabites, who were distant 
relatives of God’s people. 
 
This was Assyria. They worshiped over 1,000 pagan deities. They practiced both temple 
prostitution and human sacrifice. They were really, really bad guys! We’ll talk more about this 
later, but they were the first nation to engage in psychological warfare, and they did horrific 
things. In fact during Jonah’s ministry, Amos and Hosea were prophesying that Assyria would 
defeat and destroy Jonah’s home country of Israel. The Ninevites were a long way from being 
God’s people! 
 
So Jonah didn’t want to go warn them. He didn’t want to give them a chance to repent. He was 
quite certain that Assyria did not deserve the mercy of God. He didn’t have any problem when 
God told him to prophesy that Israel’s borders would expand even though they had a wicked, 
ungodly King. But to extend God’s mercy to people who were not his people? No way! Jonah 
resented his task! So he tried to run away from God. 
 
So that’s Jonah’s part in this chapter. When God sends Jonah to people that are not his people, 
Jonah tries to get away from God. But God has other plans.  
 
God catches Jonah with a big storm. It’s funny God could have had dozens of other responses 
to Jonah’s disobedience. He could have gotten another prophet, like Amos or Hosea to go to 
Nineveh. God could have given Nineveh warning through some other means. He could have just 



sent a written warning. He could have given a vision. He could have warned an Assyrian 
prophet. He could have done many other things! But how does God respond to Jonah’s 
disobedience? Look at: 
 
Then the LORD sent a great wind on the sea, and such a violent storm arose that the ship 
threatened to break up. All the sailors were afraid, and each cried out to his own god. And they 
threw the cargo into the sea to lighten the ship. 
- Jonah 1:4-5 
 
So God sends a storm, a storm so violent and terrible that the Pagan sailors immediately know 
it was an act of God and that their life is in danger. God responds by pursuing his prophet 
fiercely and doggedly. He pursues Jonah so fiercely that, as we’ll see in a minute, even Pagans 
are doing what Jonah should have done, so fiercely that Jonah’s plan to flee across the globe 
becomes a joke. He pursues him so fiercely that even Jonah’s attempt to escape God’s call by 
suicide is completely thwarted. God pursues Jonah with a storm. 
 
Let me ask you a question: Has God ever pursued you with a storm? Have you ever tried to 
outrun God, ever think you could stand up to God or get away with disobeying him? Ever done 
that? If you’ve never tried to run from God and you’re thinking about it, let me just save you 
some time. It doesn’t work! It doesn’t work at all. You can’t outrun God. 
 
In fact, let me show you something. This will be especially helpful for you kids who have so 
much of your life ahead of you. I made a couple of lists here that I call “Pastor John’s ‘I won’ts.’” 
These are the times that I sort of tried to say no to God’s call to run from it. Here are all the jobs 
I told God I would not do for him:  

• Go into ministry: said no in 1982; said yes in 1992. 

• Become a Pastor: said no my whole life; said yes in 1992. 

• Become a missionary: no in 1982; yes in 1996. 

• Be a Sr. Pastor: no in 2006; yes in 2010. 

• Plant a Church: no in 2015, yes in 2016 
That’s the list of all the things I told God I would absolutely NOT do for him. 
 
Now let me show you a shorter list. Here is a list of the places I told God I would not go. I said 
“Don’t even ask, because I’m not going there!” Africa (said no my whole life and we know how 
that turned out). North Carolina (said no, because there were so many churches already and 
here I am!) 
 
Now do you notice a theme here? I’m not very good at saying “no” to God! Kids, let me be a 
cautionary tale! It does not do to fight against God, and you can’t outrun him. He’ll send a 
storm! 
 
Seriously as I made that list this week, I realized something: Every item on that list, every single 
one, had a storm between the “no” and the “yes.” Every one. Sometimes I was running from 
what I knew God wanted me to do and I knew exactly what that storm was about. And 



sometimes, God sent the storm before the call just so that I would pay attention, but there was 
always a storm between the “no” and the “yes.” 
 
If you belong to God, if you took the Lord’s Table this morning as a sign that you are his, you 
can’t outrun him. He’ll catch you with a storm. Some of you are running from God right now 
and you know it, running from what God is calling you to be or from something he’s calling you 
to do. Some of you are running from who God is calling you to love. Some of you are in the 
middle of the storm and you know why. Some of you are in a storm and you don’t know why 
yet. You don’t know what God’s up to. Well listen, God’s doing something big in your life. He 
was about to do something huge through Jonah. So far as we know, Jonah would preach the 
biggest revival in history. God was doing something huge! So he sent a storm to get Jonah’s 
attention to clarify his call on Jonah’s life to turn Jonah’s “no” into a “yes.” If you’re in a storm, 
know this: you can’t outrun God so listen for his call. 
 
So (1) Jonah’s part is that he runs away from God when God calls him to people that are not his 
people, and (2) God’s part is that he catches Jonah with a storm. Now there’s one more 
character (or group of people) in our story and that’s the sailors. These pagan, idolatrous, 
unredeemed “not God’s people” sailors. If you were to look carefully at Jonah 1, you would 
notice that the writer spends more time describing the sailors than anyone else. Notice what 
they are doing. While Jonah is disobeying running as far as he possibly can and saying “throw 
me overboard” because he’d rather die than obey God’s call, look at what the sailors are doing. 
The people that are not God’s people do what God’s prophet should have done. 
 
Think about it! What got Jonah into this mess in the first place is that he did not want to go to 
people that were not God’s people. He was sure that the Assyrians did not deserve the grace of 
God. Later he says it explicitly. He says “I didn’t want you to have mercy on these pagans.” He 
figures “What business do they have receiving God’s grace? They don’t hear from God. They 
don’t do what God tells them to do. They don’t worship God.” He doesn’t want to go to people 
who are not God’s people. 
 
These sailors are definitely not God’s people! Joppa wasn’t a Jewish port. It was Phoenician. 
The Phoenicians were as pagan as it gets! And sure enough when the storm hits, what do they 
do? Do you remember? Each one cried out to his own god! So at first, we’re like “These guys 
are guilty as charged! They don’t hear from God. They don’t do what’s right, and they don’t 
worship god!” 
 
I want you to notice something. As the story goes on slowly but surely, these pagan sailors 
begin to do what God’s prophet should have done. Let me show you what I mean. The first 
indication is very subtle. We don’t see it in the English, but it sticks out in the Hebrew. The 
captain unwittingly repeats God’s commission. Remember the two things God told Jonah to do? 
God told him to (1) “Get up” (arise qum) and (2) “Cry out” (qara) against Nineveh. Look at what 
the captain says to Jonah when he finds him asleep in the boat: 
 



The captain went to him and said, “How can you sleep? Get up (qum)! Cry out (qara) to your 
god! Maybe he will take notice of us, and we will not perish.”  
- Jonah 1:1-16 
 
Now, the ironic thing is that Jonah knows they are in this fix precisely because God has taken 
notice of him! But still the captain repeats God’s commission to Jonah. The next thing we see is 
this: 
 
The sailors try to rescue Jonah. Look at verse 13. This is how the sailors respond when Jonah 
tells them to throw him overboard and into the raging sea: 
 
Instead, the men did their best to row back to land. But they could not, for the sea grew even 
wilder than before. Then they cried to the LORD, “O LORD, please do not let us die for taking this 
man’s life. Do not hold us accountable for killing an innocent man, for you, O LORD, have done 
as you pleased.” 
- Jonah 1:13-14 
 
Now you see the irony of this. What was Jonah sent to Nineveh to do? Rescue disobedient 
people and warn them so they could avoid destruction. Instead, Jonah disobeys God and puts 
the lives of these sailors at risk, but they respond by trying to rescue the disobedient prophet! 
They are doing what Jonah is supposed to do! Rescuing the disobedient. So the pagans repeat 
God’s call. They try to rescue the disobedient. Now there’s one last thing: 
 
They worship God. Look at verse 16 This is how the first stage of Jonah’s story ends. This is 
what the sailors do when the storm dies down: 
 
At this the men greatly feared the LORD, and they offered a sacrifice to the LORD and made 
vows to him. 
- Jonah 1:1-16 
 
“The Lord” there is not just any old god. It’s not some unknown deity. It’s YHWH, the God of the 
Bible, the God of Israel, Jonah’s God. These pagan sailors come to understand that it was the 
Lord who called Jonah, that it was the Lord who brought the storm and that it was the Lord who 
calmed the storm. And they worshipped him. The Hebrew text implies that they worshipped 
him earnestly and lavishly. They gave everything they knew about themselves to everything 
they knew about the Lord. 
 
The writer of Jonah is telling us something very clearly. These pagan sailors, these people who 
were not God’s people, heard from God and obeyed God and worshipped God. They did what 
Jonah should have done. They acted like God’s people. They became God’s people. 
 
So that’s the story: (1) Jonah tries to get away when God sends him to people that are not his 
people, (2) God catches Jonah with a storm, and (3T the people who are not God’s people 



become God’s people. So how does this apply to us? Well, the application is very simple and it’s 
this:  
 
God loves people that are not his people yet, so we have to go. As we indicated with the title 
of this series, the scope of God’s love is bigger. It covers more people than just the people that 
belong to him right now. We’ll look at this even more later in our series but let me say that is 
the main thing that would have jumped out at you if you were an Israelite reading the book of 
Jonah for the first time: God loves people that are not his people. 
 
That is true of the people that are near us. the people in our lives. We should take comfort from 
the fact that God loves our unbelieving family members. He cares about your unbelieving 
spouse. He cares deeply about our children that have drifted away from him. That should 
comfort us. It should change the way we behave to know that God loves our co- workers, that 
he loves our neighbors, that he loves the people in Perry Creek. He loves the people in this 
neighborhood. He loves the kids in this school, and we should live like it. God has called us here 
in this place to be a visible demonstration of the love he has for the people near us. 
 
But the passage encourages us to go even further than that. It calls us to recognize that God 
loves people that are not his people on the other side of the world. Think about it: Assyria was 
550 miles from where Jonah lived. With the travel modes of Jonah’s day, that was a month’s 
hard journey. It was like another world for Jonah! Tarshish, where these sailors were headed 
for and where some of them were probably from, was even further. But God cared about those 
people. He cares about them coming to know him. The writer of Jonah wants us to know that. 
 
God cares about people in Honduras, and Zimbabwe, and Mexico. He cares about the people in 
Nigeria and the Philippines and South Africa and Korea and Papua. He doesn’t just care about 
the people who are near us. He cares about distant people who may be distant from him. And 
because of that, we have to go. We have to go and share his love. For some of us, that may 
mean going to someone near us. It may mean speaking up to a family member or serving here 
at the school or having a conversation with a co-worker. God may call us to go near. 
 
But for others of us, just like we see in Jonah, God may call us to go far. He may call us to go to 
people that are not our people. I think of Sophie McDonald. She has heard God’s call, and she is 
serving all summer with Faith Ministry in Mexico. What if it’s hard! If you’ve ever been down 
there, think of how hard you work and how tired you get and then think of doing it week in and 
week out in the hottest part of the year. It’s hard! I got a text last week saying “Pastor, will you 
pray for me. It’s hard!” I think what Sophie’s doing is really pleasing to God, because it’s a 
reflection of his heart! 
 
I think of some folks we prayed for Tuesday night at our mission meeting. These are family 
members of a member of our church and they are serving far, far away. They’ve relocated their 
family to the other side of the world, and here’s their plan: They are going to take three years 
to learn the trade language in that country. Then they are going to take three more years to 
learn the heart language of the people they are going to. And then they are going to start 



talking to people. It is their hope that by year 12 they will have a little band of believers that can 
form the nucleus of a church. 
 
It’s hard. It’s costly and, I think, it’s immensely pleasing to God, because it’s a reflection of his 
heart. God loves people that are not his people yet. So we have to go. We have to reflect his 
love to those who are near and those who are far, to people who are not his people yet. 
Because God’s heart is for everyone to become his people, we have the opportunity, the 
responsibility, to help God call to himself those that will become his people. So we need to be 
ready to go. 


