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Today I want to tell you about the biggest bass that my grandfather ever saw. He told me this 
story in 1980. It was a huge fish. The Kansasstate record for largemouth bass at the time was 12 
pounds. This fish would have easily broken it. Anyway, one day my Grandfather was fishing on 
the Ninescah river in Kansas. He was out by himself in his canoe drifting down the bank and 
casting lures, when he saw up ahead in the distance sticking up out of the middle of the river 
about a three foot by three foot boulder with a flat top. It was about thirty feet from the bank 
and, as he got closer, he noticed that there was a walnut sitting on top of the boulder. 
 
At first, he didn’t think anything about it, but then he noticed that he wasn’t the only one 
looking at the walnut. There was a tree branch coming from the bank about eight feet high over 
the boulder and, on that branch, was a squirrel who was staring at that walnut. He wanted to 
eat it. The squirrel had run out onto the tip of the branch and tried to reach the walnut, but it 
couldn’t so it hopped off the branch onto the boulder and ate the walnut. When the squirrel 
got ready to go back, it looked up and realized that the branch had sprung back up, and it 
couldn’t reach it. So it jumped into the river and started swimming across the current toward 
the bank. 
 
Just then, my grandpa noticed a huge bulge in the water coming up behind that squirrel. He 
saw a dorsal fin and then a big flat tail and then a huge bass swam up to that squirrel and, 
wham, swallowed it whole. Well, my Grandpa couldn’t believe what he had seen. He knew it 
would be a state record, so he started going through his tackle box tying on the biggest lures he 
had and throwing them out one by one. No luck. He never got a bite. Finally after two hours, he 
gave up. He put away his fishing rod and grabbed the paddle to head for home. 
 
But just as he did, he saw that bulge in the water again. There came that dorsal fin, and that big 
flat tail, heading across the current, straight for that boulder. Then he saw that giant bass swim 
right up to the bolder, lift its head out of the water and (ptew!) spit another walnut onto that 
rock. Biggest bass my Grandpa ever did see. 
 
“The biggest fish story of all time” is: 
 
But the LORD provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three days 
and three nights.  
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 beneath barred me in forever. 
But you brought my life up from the pit, O LORD my God. “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. But I, with a song of 
thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you. What I have vowed I will make good. Salvation comes from 
the LORD.”  
At this, the fish vomited Jonah out onto dry land; according to the command of the LORD. 
- Jonah 1:17-2:10 
 
I was talking to my dad a while ago, and he shared an interesting story with me. By the way, it’s 
not a fish story! And no, the story about the bass and the walnut is not true, but my Grandpa 
really did tell it to me.  I won’t go into all the details, but I have an uncle named Stan who has 
really grown in his relationship to God in the last few years. Stan and my dad were at a bible 
study together, and the leader gave them an assignment to say something encouraging to each 
other. What Stan said really surprised my dad. Stan reminded my dad of a time 50-plus years 
earlier when Dad was a brand new Christian. Dad didn’t know much at all about his new faith, 
but he took the time to visit Stan, who was his brother-in-law, at home. Dad told him how to 
have a relationship with Christ and how that had changed his life. Now, like I said, that was 50-
some years ago. In that meeting, Stan told my Dad something he had never shared with him. He 
said “You know, Bob, when you talked to me, I didn’t show any interest, but the minute you 
left, I went and got out my giant family Bible (the only one I had) and I checked out everything 
that you had said, and I became a Christian too because of what you shared with me.” 
 
Simple story, but I share that with you today to put to you a very basic question. I want you to 
ask yourself this question over and over today and this week and during our whole time in the 
book of Jonah: “Who is in your life that might need Jesus?” 

● Is it the annoying guy in the cubicle next to you at work? 
● Is it the next-door neighbor whose life seems so together on the outside? 
● Is it the rough-cut in-law that you sometimes try to avoid? 
● Is it the lady who sells you coffee every morning? 
● Who in your life needs Jesus? 

 
I ask today, because it’s possible for us to mis-spend our lives, to spend them focusing only on 
ourselves, focusing only on the forgiveness of our sins, thinking primarily of how we need God 
to fix our marriage, to protect our children, to provide for our retirement. It’s possible to be 
appropriately thankful for what God has done but to be inappropriately narrow in our vision of 
what he wants to do. 
 
God wants to rescue us, yes, and he loves it when we embrace that and have gratitude for his 
work. All of that is true and good! But God has bigger fish to fry. He has a larger purpose for you 
and me than for us to merely be receivers of his grace. He wants us to reach out to the people 
in our lives who may need Jesus. 
 



Who do you know that might need Jesus? Take a minute and close your eyes can you see their 
face? Do you know their name? Take a second as we go along to jot it down in your notes. Who 
do you know that might need Jesus?  
 
Let me invite you to turn in your Bibles to Jonah 1:17-2:10. Today we are continuing in our 
series on the book Jonah called “Bigger.” Last week, we saw Jonah run as far as he possibly 
could from God, and we learned that God’s purposes were bigger than just Jonah’s people. 
Today we are going to look at the part of the book we’ve all been waiting for, the part that 
seems kind of like a fish story, Jonah’s time inside the fish! We’re going to look at the part 
where Jonah gets swallowed and talk about whether or not that’s a fish story. Then we’ll look at 
a lengthy prayer he prays from inside the fish. As we do that today, we’re going to see three 
things: 
1. We’ll see how God rescues his people. 
2. We’ll see our appropriate gratitude for that. 
3. We’ll talk about God’s larger purposes for us and for the people in our lives who need Jesus. 
 
We want to start today by talking about how God rescues his people, so my first point today is 
that: 
 
1. God sometimes rescues his people by surprising means. 
 
Look at what the writer tells us: 
 
But the LORD provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three days 
and three nights. 
- Jonah 1:17 
 
It doesn’t get any more surprising than this. Jonah is swallowed by a gigantic fish! When we 
listen to the story, it’s the last thing we would expect. Jonah has run from the Lord. God chases 
him down with a storm. The boat’s about to break apart. Jonah tells the sailors “Throw me in, 
and you’ll be saved.” The sailors start begging God not to judge them for murder. So when 
Jonah goes over the side of the boat, we’re pretty much thinking that’s it for him. Then out of 
nowhere, God provides this gigantic fish, and it inhales Jonah. 
 
It’s surprising. I have to say it. This is a part of the story that some people have just found hard 
to swallow. No pun intended, but I mean it seems fishy to some people. To some, it seems like a 
whopper. It seems like a whale of a tale. Other people like me take it hook, line, and sinker. I 
can do this all day. But seriously, this part of the story, the part where Jonah is swallowed by a 
giant fish or whale (the Hebrew word is dag and it can mean any large, sea-going critter), this 
part where Jonah is swallowed and spends three days and nights in there is incredible! So 
incredible it’s spawned various explanations. (See what I did there? Spawned?) OK, I’ll stop.  
 
People have asked me: Do you really believe this happened? Swallowed by a whale? What is 
this? Pinocchio? Christians have various responses. Some try to make it more plausible. I’ve 



read some people that are like “Well, it doesn’t say he spent a full three days and nights in 
there. It could be more like 2 ½ days, like that helps! Other people try to identify the species of 
fish or whale. In 1927 someone wrote an article identifying three people who had been 
swallowed by whales and survived. But look that doesn’t help! You can’t make this plausible! 
The text specifically says “God provided a great fish.”  It was either a miracle or it didn’t 
happen. 
 
There are other Christians, Christians who believe that the Bible is true, that would say “Look, 
the book of Jonah is not meant to be taken literally!” They would say “Look, it’s written in this 
exaggerated style. Jonah is swallowed by a whale. The whole city of Nineveh repents. The plant 
springs up overnight.” They would say “This isn’t meant to be taken as a historical story. It’s 
more like one of Jesus’s parables. It’s just a story told to make a point.” 
 
I have less of an issue with that view, but the problem I have with it is that Jesus seemed to take 
Jonah as literally true. When Jesus says something is true, it’s true! Jesus said “As Jonah was in 
the belly of the whale three days and three nights, so the Son of man will be in the heart of the 
earth for three days and three nights. We might still say that Jesus is just illustrating things with 
a story you know, kind of like I might say “I love my wife like Romeo loved Juliet.” Even though I 
know Romeo and Juliet never really existed, I might say that. But Jesus goes on later in his 
ministry to say that the judgment will be easier for the people of Nineveh than for Israel, 
because the people of Nineveh repented at the preaching of Jonah and the people of Israel 
have refused to repent at my preaching.” It seems to me that Jesus is saying this is literally true, 
that it really happened. 
 
So when I look at this story, I just see it as a miracle. It’s no more or less a miracle than when 
Moses parted the Red Sea or when Jesus healed the blind man or when Jericho fell down at the 
sound of trumpets. 
 
Anyway, the point is in the story God rescues Jonah by surprising means. The whale or fish or 
whatever this was is not punishment from God. It’s his method of rescuing Jonah. God does this 
outrageous thing to rescue his wayward prophet from his own foolishness. God rescues Jonah 
by surprising means. 
 
Can I just say today that God has rescued some of us by surprising means! The story of Jonah is 
not meant to be a point by point parallel of our Christian life. But it is about God’s salvation the 
way he rescues people. There are times when God rescues his people by surprising means. 
 
Has God ever rescued you by surprising means? Has he ever reached in to deliver you from 
death or danger or sickness or your own foolishness or a bad situation? Has he ever done that? 
I know for some of us he has. We have our stories. 
 
A couple of nights before Darren and Cassandra Pickard left, they asked Kelley and I to tell them 
about the time I was abducted by the war vets in Zimbabwe. If you’ve ever heard that story, 
you know that God rescued me by some surprising means, through a cell phone that wouldn’t 



work for them but always worked for me, through a crisis management team that just 
happened to be gathered for a random meeting when I was abducted, through a US embassy 
security officer who was inexplicably at just the right place at just the right time, God rescued 
me. 
 
But it’s not just me. Many Christians, I’ve known many of you, have stories of surprising rescue. 
I’ve Known Christians who were ready to take their lives, some of them literally at the moment 
where they were ready do the act, and they cried out to God and God intervened. I’ve known 
Christians who were inexplicably slowed down or their route was changed, and they avoided 
major car accidents. I’ve known Christians who were healed from diseases, and we don’t know 
how. 
 
And God does this. He intervenes to rescue his people from danger and discouragement and sin 
and even the results of their own knuckle-headed decisions. Sometimes, he uses surprising 
means to do that. Just a quick word: maybe today you’re here and it feels like the last minute 
for you. Maybe it feels like your marriage is over or maybe you’ve lost hope for living. You don’t 
know how your bills are going to get paid or it seems like the addiction has won. And maybe, 
like Jonah, the situation is of your making. 
 
If you’re ready to calm down, take responsibility and cry out to God for help, God will hear you. 
God says “Turn to me and be saved. All you ends of the earth; for I am God, and there is no 
other.” Jesus says “Come to me all you who are weary and heavy burdened, and I will give you 
rest.” 
 
God doesn’t always rescue us in the way we would ask. I’m not saying he will spare you from all 
the consequences of your sin. But if you will come to God in your spiritual poverty, he will 
answer you. Listen: He has an ocean full of fish, and He specializes in rescuing people by 
surprising means.  
 
So God rescues Jonah by surprising means and, in point two, Jonah does what he should do 
what we should do: 
 
2. When God does this, we should give thanks for our rescue. 
 
In chapter 2, Jonah responds to his rescue with a prayer of thanksgiving. We’ll look at the text 
in a minute, but you may have noticed when Kelley read the passage it’s beautiful, it’s artistic, 
it’s poetic. It reads like it stepped out of one of the Psalms. It’s not the kind of thing you would 
expect to compose in the belly of a fish! 
 
Actually, Jonah used a pattern for this Psalm, this prayer, that would have been familiar to him. 
I’m sure he wrote it after his rescue! He writes this prayer in the typical form of a Psalm of 
Thanksgiving. This is a type of Psalm that Jonah would have heard again and again in the 
worship of Israel. These Psalms followed a particular literary pattern. The basic idea was that 



you wrote one of these Psalms when God had been gracious to you and you wanted to publicly 
thank him.  
 
Maybe you were on a journey and needed protection, maybe God rescued you in battle or 
maybe God gave you a wonderful harvest. You would make a vow to the Lord. You would 
compose a Psalm of Thanksgiving, and you would invite your friends and family to a feast to 
honor the Lord. While you were at that feast, you would read the Psalm you wrote, thanking 
God for his protection and provision. It was a wonderful part of the worship of Israel. I wish we 
would do this more often ourselves. So it’s a Psalm of Thanksgiving. This is the prayer that 
Jonah would have written out for his Thanksgiving Feast. 
 
What’s interesting about this Psalm is that, if we look at the content, we can see that Jonah re-
tells the story five times. Each re-telling emphasizes a different aspect of the story, and each re-
telling is more elaborate than the last. Look at the text with me. Jonah tells it the first time: 
in.v.2a: 
 
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.  
- Jonah 2:1-2a 
 
Here Jonah simply gives the fact of the matter I was in trouble, and God responded. The second 
telling is: 
 
From the depths of the grave I called for help, and you listened to my cry.  
- Jonah 2:2b 
 
This time Jonah reveals that this wasn’t just your ordinary garden-variety trouble. It was 
actually life-threatening. The third re-telling is: 
 
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.’  
- Jonah 2:3-4 
 
Now Jonah shows that this life-threatening danger was on the sea, and he explains that he was 
in this predicament because God was displeased with him. The fourth version is in verses 5-6, 
and this time you get this real-time re-living of Jonah sinking in the ocean: 
 
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 beneath barred me in forever. 
But you brought my life up from the pit, O LORD my God.  
- Jonah 2:5-6 
 



See how he’s going further down with each line? (blub blub blub). He goes from the waters, 
threatening to surrounding him, to seaweed around his head to the roots of the mountain to 
being barred in the prison at the bottom of the ocean, but God rescues him. The last re-telling is 
just a summary: 
 
“When my life was ebbing away, I remembered you, LORD, and my prayer rose to you, to your 
holy temple.  
- Jonah 2:7 
 
Now do you see the progression there? Let me just make a couple of quick observations about 
this prayer:  
 
First, you can tell that this is a real fish story. Jonah must have been a fisherman because each 
time he tells it, it gets bigger and more elaborate. When he starts, he’s just in distress. By the 
time he’s done, he has gone to the roots of the mountains. Jonah is a real fisherman! Because 
he understands that, as a fisherman, each time you tell the story you have to let it grow, right? 
A fish is a living, growing thing it gets bigger over time, right? So if I hooked a fish five years ago 
that was six pounds that fish is now a ten pound fish! It’s grown! You have to tell the story that 
way, right? That’s why you never take pictures! You never say “I caught a fish this big.” It’s 
always “this big” or “this big”! So Jonah is a real fisherman, and the story grows each time he 
re-tells it. 
 
But secondly on a more serious note, notice that Jonah does what we should do. He gives 
thanks for God’s rescue of him. He writes this Psalm of Thanksgiving, and he probably read this 
Psalm publicly so that everyone would know how God rescued him five times in this Psalm. He 
directly attributes his rescue to God. 
 
And Church, we should do this whether it is God rescuing us from danger, or him sparing us 
from the consequences of our wrongdoing or drawing us to Jesus for salvation or just providing 
we should thank God for his mercy in our lives. I love this idea of a Psalm of Thanksgiving 
 
I once had a friend named David who reserved a room at our church and called about 100 of us 
to a big feast. No explanation. He just said “I need you to be available for a meal on such and 
such a day.” There were all these smoked meats and dishes and desserts. It was really 
elaborate. We all wondered what we were doing there. Then he got up at the front of the room 
and said: “Many of you don’t know this about me, but I used to be an alcoholic. I was a rough 
guy. I was hard on my wife. I was an angry guy, and I was addicted. But there came a time when 
I cried out to God, and He delivered me. He came into my life and cleaned me up and restored 
my marriage and my relationship to my children. Today is the seven-year anniversary of my 
sobriety. I called you together today to celebrate God and to publicly thank him for what He’s 
done in my life.” 
 
Wow! I had known him for a couple of years, but I had no idea that God had rescued him like 
that. We ate and drank before the Lord in celebration of what he had done in David’s life. And 



listen, let me just encourage you, let’s be grateful people. Tell your kids and your grand-kids 
what God has done for you. Tell them how He provided for you, how He guided you, how He 
rescued you. Tell them your God stories write them down. You older saints, who have been 
walking with the Lord for a long time, share your stories. You younger Christians learn from 
them when you are discouraged. We need to be thankful people and on one level, Jonah’s 
response is entirely appropriate. He gives thanks. 
 
So (1) God sometimes rescues his people through surprising means. (2) When he does that, we 
should give thanks. And third: 
 
3. We should realize that sometimes God has bigger fish to fry.  
 
This is a beautiful Psalm of Thanksgiving. It’s beautiful. It’s pious. It follows form, and it 
emphasizes God’s attributes, his sovereignty, his mercy, his attentiveness to the prayers of his 
people. But there’s a problem with this prayer. Jonah is still only concerned with Jonah. I’ve 
always thought this was such a beautiful prayer, and I’ve always kind of wondered “What is this 
doing in the middle of a book about a disobedient prophet?” As I was studying for this, I read 
one of my Old Testament professors who said “It is beautiful as far as it goes, but Jonah is still 
preoccupied with himself.” 
 
At first, I thought “really?” but, as I’ve looked at it, he’s right. In fact, the only time Jonah 
mentions anyone besides himself in this Psalm is to express his disdain for them. Look at: 
 
“Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs. But I, with a song of 
thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you. What I have vowed I will make good. Salvation comes from 
the LORD.”  
- Jonah 2:8-9 
 
Can you hear the self-righteousness dripping off of that statement? No wonder the fish 
vomited! Do you know what Jonah is saying? He’s saying “I’m certain of God’s grace.” Why? 
“Because I’m faithful” “I, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you. What I have vowed I 
will pay.” “I’m not like those who cling to worthless idols.” 
 
Now do you know what’s crazy about that? It’s the exact opposite of reality! Jonah is saying 
“I’m faithful. you can see it, because I will make vows and sacrifices to God and these unfaithful 
idolaters will not receive God’s grace.” 
 
But that’s not the way it happened. Is it? Look at the last verse that we covered last week, 
Jonah 1:16. Remember the story? These pagan sailors, these people who cling to worthless 
idols, were crying out to their gods, and Jonah says “It’s the Lord, and he’s after me.” They 
threw Jonah overboard and the sea grew calm. But now look at what happened immediately 
after that: 
 



“At this the men greatly feared the Lord, and they (look at this) offered a sacrifice to the Lord 
and made vows to him.” 
- Jonah 1:16 
 
What Jonah was promising to do these idolatrous Gentile sailors had already done. They had 
made vow, they had offered sacrifices, they had received God’s Grace. As for Jonah, there’s 
only one reason he is in this fix, and it’s not because of his faithfulness. God told Jonah to go to 
Nineveh. There’s one thing you can know for sure about Nineveh: There’s no way to get there 
by boat. Jonah is in the belly of this fish precisely because he is unfaithful. But he’s saying “I’ll 
offer vows. I’ll make sacrifices. I’ll receive God’s grace.” 
 
Do you know what the problem with Jonah is?  It’s not the theology of his prayer. It’s a 
beautiful prayer. The theology of it is great. Idolaters really do forfeit God’s grace. Jonah 
probably really did pay his vows. Salvation really is of the Lord. The problem with Jonah is that 
he never thinks outside of himself. 
 
Jonah doesn’t realize that God had bigger fish to fry than just taking care of him. God has bigger 
purposes than just making Jonah comfortable. As we go throughout this book, God always 
seems to have a bigger purpose than Jonah realizes. In chapter 1, God’s purpose is bigger than 
Jonah’s people. In chapter 2, God’s purpose is bigger than Jonah. We’re going to see the same 
thing in chapters 3 and 4. 
 
Jonah’s prayer is beautiful, as far as it goes, but it never reaches God’s mercy for others. Jonah 
has forgotten that what kicked this off in the first place was not God’s desire to rescue him. He 
was already worshipping the right God. Rather it was God’s desire to rescue Nineveh. 
 
God didn’t just rescue Jonah, because he wanted Jonah to pay vows. He rescued him because 
he had a job for him to do. He wanted him to go to Nineveh. In this prayer, Jonah is accurately 
describing what he sees, but he’s only looking at one tiny part of the picture. He doesn’t 
understand that God is doing something bigger here. 
 
Can I just say that too much of the time I am Jonah? I get to muddling around in the details of 
my life always asking “Is God answering my prayers? Is my family happy? Are things going the 
way I want? Is God rescuing me from the things I don’t want to face? Am I comfortable?” 
 
I forget that God sent me on a mission and that there are people around me who need to know 
about my God. That brings me to the question I started this sermon with: Who do we know in 
our lives that might need Jesus? Who needs you to do what my dad did and just take a chance   
and tell them what Jesus has done in your life? Who needs you to invite them to Perry Creek so 
they can hear about and experience the Love of Christ? Who needs that? 
 
It’s not that God doesn’t care about you and me. He does. He delights to rescue us, and He 
delights in the praise of those who have been rescued. We’re right to ask for God’s rescue and 
praise him for it. But God also has bigger purposes, just like we said in our series on Heaven. 



God is building a kingdom. As one friend of mine always says, “God’s plan for building his 
kingdom is us.” We’re the ones who have been given the task not only to receive God’s 
salvation but to take it to other people. God didn’t save us so we could keep it to ourselves. 
Who do you know in your life that might need Jesus? 
 
Let’s bow our heads for prayer. As we prepare to pray, let me ask you again: Who do you know 
in your life that might need Jesus. I’m going to give you a quiet moment to pray for them. Pray 
that God will soften their heart and bring them to life in Jesus. Pray that you will be involved in 
that in any way possible. Don’t we want to see what surprising means God is going to use to 
rescue them? It might even be us! 
 


