
Chapter Three 

 

Jonah 1:17-2:10 

 

Jonah Prays 

 

 

 

 In our last study of Jonah our prophet and the sailors were in a terrible 

storm; a storm that was brought on by Jonah’s disobedience to God. When the 

sailors discovered that Jonah was in rebellion against God Jonah urged them to 

toss him into the sea, because then they would be safe. And that’s exactly what 

they did and Jonah sank beneath the waves and died. We will see this in his 

prayer. So let’s begin in chapter 1:17 and then move into chapter 2.  

 

Now the LORD had prepared a great fish  

to swallow Jonah. And Jonah was in the  

belly of the fish three days and three nights. 

(Jonah 1:17) 

 

 It is a well-known fact that this verse is one of the most criticized passages 

of Scripture. And more commentary has been made concerning the fish or the 

whale than of the rest of the book. In fact I am stunned by the imagination of 

scholars who have worked hard to keep Jonah out of the fish.  

 

 One has suggested that it was really another ship named the “Fish” that 

rescued Jonah.1 Another tells us that Jonah swam to shore and stayed at an inn 

named the “Fish” and rested there for three days and three nights.2 Still, others 

argue that there was no fish or whale that could actually swallow a man whole. 

But it is now known that a Basking shark or a whale shark or even a great white 

shark could easily swallow a man whole.  And the sperm whale that swam in the 

Mediterranean in abundance until the late 1800’s had a throat 20 feet long, 15 

feet high, and 9 feet wide. 

 

 But the real challenge rests on the death, burial and resurrection of Jonah. 

Jesus Christ said that no sign would be given to the unbelieving Jews of his day 

that he was the true Christ except the sign of Jonah. Just as Jonah died and was 

three days and three nights in the belly of the fish before he was resurrected, so 

Jesus would be dead three days and three nights in the heart of the earth 

before his resurrection.3 
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 Therefore to question and criticize Jonah in the great sea creature is to 

question and criticize Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection. But Jonah 1:17 tells 

us that the LORD, Yahweh, “prepared a great fish to swallow Jonah.” This is 

God’s doing and so the question is not “Is there a big enough fish?” the question 

is “Is there a big enough God?” We can be so focused on what happened in 

the fish that we overlook what happened in Jonah’s heart.  

 

 So Jonah sinks into the sea and drowns and is buried in the great sea 

creature. And just as Jesus died, was buried and the revived in the tomb, Jonah 

is revived in the sea creature and prays. As we read Jonah’s prayer let’s 

understand that when Jonah recalls the distress of the past, he is talking about 

his death by drowning. His words of confidence and thanks refer to his 

resurrection in the fish. Let’s read his prayer.  

 

Then Jonah prayed to the LORD his God  

from the fish’s belly. 2 And he said: 

“I cried out to the LORD because of my  

affliction, and He answered me. 

Out of the belly of Sheol I cried, 

And You heard my voice.” 

(Jonah 2:1, 2) 

 

 The great truth revealed here is that God answers the prayers of His 

people who are in trouble. Jonah was running away from God. His heart was in 

rebellion. But as he sank into the sea choking on the water, instinctively he calls 

out to God for help. Perhaps Jonah instantly remembered Psalm 46 where we 

are told,  

 

God is our refuge and strength, 

A very present help in trouble. 
2 Therefore we will not fear, 

Even though the earth be removed, 

And though the mountains be carried  

into the midst of the sea; 
3 Though its waters roar and be troubled, 

Though the mountains shake with its swelling. 

(Psalm 46:1-3) 

 

 As Jonah’s prayer continues we will see several other comforting truths. 

First, God answers us in spite of our guilt. Secondly, He answers us in spite of His 

judgment. Third, He delivers us from impossible situations. Fourth, God will answer 

us at the right time and in stages, not all of which are comfortable. And finally, 

God will answer our prayers to win our loyalty and faith and to help us to 



become merciful as He is. So, let’s read Jonah’s prayer to gain faith, hope and 

comfort.  

 

Then Jonah prayed to the LORD his God  

from the fish’s belly. 2 And he said: 

“I cried out to the LORD because of my  

affliction, and He answered me. 

Out of the belly of Sheol I cried, 

And You heard my voice.” 

(Jonah 2:1, 2) 

 

 First, God will answer our prayers even when we are at fault. Remember, 

Jonah was in the sea, because his heart was in rebellion against God. When we 

are in trouble, because of our disobedience we may wonder, “Is there any 

hope? Will God have mercy on me?” The answer is “Yes!” trust in God. Jonah’s 

affliction was the result of his sin. But God answered him. And this fact is not 

limited to Jonah, simply because of what God wanted him to do. We can see 

this truth about God’s mercy in Psalm 107.  

 

Those who sat in darkness and in the shadow of death, 

Bound in affliction and irons— 
11 Because they rebelled against the words of God, 

And despised the counsel of the Most High, 
12 Therefore He brought down their heart with labor; 

They fell down, and there was none to help. 
13 Then they cried out to the LORD in their trouble, 

And He saved them out of their distresses. 
14 He brought them out of darkness and the shadow of death, 

And broke their chains in pieces. 
15 Oh, that men would give thanks to the LORD for His goodness, 

And for His wonderful works to the children of men! 

(Psalm 107:10-15) 

 

 If you are in trouble, because of your sins and disobedience, do not lose 

hope! Call out to God and ask for forgiveness and help and you will receive it. 

Secondly, God will hear our prayers even when we are judged by Him.  

 

For You cast me into the deep, 

Into the heart of the seas, 

And the floods surrounded me; 

All Your billows and Your waves passed over me. 

(Jonah 2:3) 

 



 In Jonah 1:15 we read that the sailors threw Jonah overboard. But our 

prophet knows that ultimately it was God. Jonah’s heart was in rebellion and he 

needed chastisement. Now, we could despair and think, “If I am in this trouble, 

because God is disciplining me, then there is no point in calling out to God to 

help me.” But you would be wrong. God never brings us into discipline to just 

punish us, but to lead us back to him. 

 

 In Psalm 119:67 we read, “Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I 

keep Your word.” Hebrews 12 tells us that as God’s children He will chastise us for 

our prophet that we might return to holiness and righteousness.4 Even though 

you may feel abandoned by God do not be afraid to call upon Him for He loves 

you. Thirdly, our Father will rescue us even from what seems impossible.  

 

Then I said, ‘I have been cast out of Your sight; 

Yet I will look again toward Your holy temple.’ 

(Jonah 2:4) 

 

 Jonah wanted to flee from the presence of the LORD, so God gave him 

what he wanted. But, because of his resurrection, a seemingly impossible act, 

he has hope.  

 

The waters surrounded me, even to my soul; 

The deep closed around me; 

Weeds were wrapped around my head. 
6 I went down to the moorings of the mountains; 

The earth with its bars closed behind me forever; 

Yet You have brought up my life from the pit, 

O LORD, my God. 

(Jonah 2:5, 6) 

 

 The phrase “even to my soul” literally means “to take” or “to end my life.” 

The Amplified Bible says that the waters “compassed” Jonah “to the extinction “ 

of his life. Is there a more impossible situation than to be rescued from death—to 

be given life after you have died? 

 

 Think about how terrifying it would be to drown. The water surrounds you 

filling your lungs until you think they will explode. The sea weed wraps around 

your head strangling you. Then you hit bottom and the lights go out.  At times 

God will allow out troubling circumstances to become impossible to overcome. 

Why? The answer is so that we learn that “with God all things are possible.”5 Let’s 
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read a section of 2 Corinthians where the apostle Paul was in an impossible 

situation.  

 

Blessed be the God and Father of  

our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of  

mercies and God of all comfort,  
4 who comforts us in all our tribulation,  

that we may be able to comfort those  

who are in any trouble, with the comfort  

with which we ourselves are comforted  

by God.  

(2 Corinthians 1:3, 4) 

 

 The Greek word translated “tribulation” refers to crushing pressure. In other 

words your troubles are squeezing the life out of you. But God will comfort us 

and have mercy on us so we can learn to comfort and be merciful to others. 

And Paul was in such trouble that he thought he would die.  

 

For we do not want you to be ignorant,  

brethren, of our trouble which came to  

us in Asia: that we were burdened  

beyond measure, above strength,  

so that we despaired even of life.  
9 Yes, we had the sentence of death  

in ourselves, that we should not trust  

in ourselves but in God who raises the  

dead,  

(2 Corinthians 1:8, 9) 

 

 God had allowed Paul to be in so much trouble that he feared for his life. 

Why? So Paul could realize that money could not save him, physical strength 

could not save him, intellectual power could not save him, only God could. God 

does not want us to foolishly trust in idols, but in Him. The fourth point from 

Jonah’s prayer is that God will rescue us at the right time and in stages. 

 

When my soul fainted within me, 

I remembered the LORD; 

And my prayer went up to You, 

Into Your holy temple. 

(Jonah 2:7) 

 

 To make this more realistic the Amplified Bible says that as Jonah’s life was 

being “crushed” by death, he prayed. Jonah cried out to God, “Save me, have 

mercy on me!” And then he died. But his prayer went up to God and it was 



answered three days and three nights later. Never fear that God will not answer 

your prayer if He does not answer instantly. In Psalm 23 David sang, 

 

Yea, though I walk through the valley  

of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil;  

For You are with me 

(Psalm 23:4) 

 

 Jonah cried out to God, but he had to go through the valley of the 

shadow of death before he was rescued. And finally, God will answer our 

prayers in His time and in His way to win our loyalty and thanksgiving and to 

make us merciful as he is. 

 

Those who regard worthless idols 

Forsake their own Mercy. 
9 But I will sacrifice to You 

With the voice of thanksgiving; 

I will pay what I have vowed. 

Salvation is of the Lord. 

(Jonah 2:8, 9) 

 

 Jonah learned that when you run away from God you forsake the 

ultimate source of mercy. The word translated “mercy’ is hesed and it is a 

difficult word to translate in to English. It means steadfast kindness, loyal love, 

enduring compassion. It is what Ruth showed to Naomi and what Boaz showed 

to Ruth and what God showed to all of them.  

 

 Idolaters make the fatal error that they are capable of achieving and 

providing what only God’s grace can supply. Jonah had been an idolater for he 

followed his own heart rather than God’s will. Now, idolatry is not just an Old 

Testament problem. Even today, even as Christians we can fashion our own 

God.  

 

 Anytime we hope in something other than God, anytime we rely upon our 

emotions, our intellect, our strength, our money, our righteousness, we become 

idolaters. And when we do we separate ourselves from God’s steadfast, loyal, 

love, kindness, compassion, goodness and mercy. And how foolish that is, 

because “Salvation” in every area of life “is of the LORD.”  

 

 God will be merciful to Jonah to teach Jonah to be merciful and thankful. 

As Jonah offers up the sacrifice of a repentant heart, God gives the great fish a 

huge case of indigestion.  

 

So the Lord spoke to the fish,  



and it vomited Jonah onto dry land. 

(Jonah 2:10) 

 

 How infinitely merciful and gracious our Father is! Jonah ran away from 

God, but when he ran back to God in prayer, he learned that God was there to 

listen. So, Jonah is vomited out of the sea creature. And I picture Jonah crawling 

to stand up on the beach, shaking with fear, soaking wet and smelling like the 

inside of a fish.  

 

 Here is the picture of the perfect prophet who will turn the hearts of 

pagan Nineveh to faith in God. Not likely! Not without Yahweh’s power, mercy 

and grace. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 


