Lessons from Jonah: You Can’t Run from God!
April 19, 2026

Beginning this morning, and continuing through April and May, we will reflect on the
events of the book of Jonah and find valuable lessons we can apply to ourselves. This
seems like an appropriate sermon series at this time, since this week we are beginning our
special evening Bible class, “A Burning Fire Within” which will focus on growing in the
desire and ability to share the Gospel. Because, as we’ll see today, Jonah was also hesitant
to share God’s Gospel. The lesson we learn today is, you can’t run from God. (Jonah
1:1-10) (read vss. 1-3) 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 Lorp and headed for Tarshish. He went down to Joppa,
where he found a ship bound for that port. After paying the fare, he went aboard and sailed
for Tarshish to flee from the Lorp. (Rev 1:17b-18a) ... [Jesus] said: "Do not be afraid. I
am the First and the Last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever
and ever!

Have you ever been in a situation where there was something you really needed to do, but
you really didn’t want to do it, maybe because it was difficult, or demanding, or costly, or
intimidating, or downright unpleasant? I think we have all faced times like that. So how
did we go about doing what we didn’t want to do? Did we procrastinate? Did we make
excuses to put it off? Did we try to get someone else to do it for us? Did we ignore it and
hope it would go away? Or did we simply grit our teeth and get it over with? All are fairly
common approaches when faced with doing something a person doesn’t want to do. And if
we’re honest with ourselves, we probably have to admit that we have done all of the above
at one time or another.

Well, the prophet Jonah had another approach. He simply ran away. Or at least, he tried to.
The problem for Jonah, though, was that the thing that he really didn’t want to do, was
something that God had specifically told him to do. So Jonah wasn’t only running away
from an unpleasant task. He was running away from the Lord who had given him that task.
Jonah, the prophet of God, the man to whom God spoke personally, the man who knew
God perhaps better than any other man alive at that time, was attempting to flee from the
Lord, and from doing the Lord’s will. Jonah was the one man who, of all the people at that
time, should have known better. And he did know better.

Jonah knew the Lord. He knew what the Scriptures said. He realized the magnitude of
God. He recognized the limitless attributes of God. Jonah knew that the Lord was
all-knowing, and all-powerful, and present everywhere. He knew that the Lord, the one
true God, the Creator of the heavens and the earth, could not be mocked. Jonah knew all
these things, and yet the Bible tells us, Jonah ran away from the Lorp. Or more accurately,
Jonah tried to run away from the LORD. What would make him do this, or try to do this?
What task from God could be so distasteful that a prophet of God would try to run away
from it? The very first words of the book of Jonah tell us. (Jonah 1:1) The word of the
Lorp 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." Still, what’s so bad about this
assignment? Wasn’t Jonah a prophet of God? Wasn’t he in the habit of obeying God?
Wasn’t he used to preaching the message of God? Certainly. But Jonah was a prophet of
God, sharing the words of God with the people of God. Specifically, Jonah was a prophet



of God for the Jews of the Northern Kingdom of Israel. At least he had been up to this
point. Suddenly, and for the first recorded time in all of Scripture, God was sending a
Jewish prophet to preach to a Gentile city. And it wasn’t just any Gentile city! It was the
capital city of Assyria, the most powerful enemy of the Jewish nation. Not only were the
people there not Jews. Not only did they not know the one true God. Not only were the
Assyrians renowned for their cruelty and wickedness. But they were already conquering
parts of the nation of Israel, Jonah’s homeland. And God wanted him to go there and urge
the people to repent and turn to God?

It was more than Jonah could stomach. It was more than he could bring himself to do. Why
was this so? It wasn’t because he was afraid of the Assyrians. It wasn’t because he was
reluctant to travel. (After all, the route he intended to take as he fled from God’s will was
far longer!) It wasn’t because he had never preached a message of repentance before. (At
this time, Israel and her king were incredibly wicked themselves) So why then did Jonah
flee from the LORD? Jonah himself gives us the answer in the last chapter of his book.
(Jonah 4:2) "O Lorb, is this not what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so
quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to
anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity.

Jonah didn’t want to go to Nineveh and preach repentance there because he was afraid the
Assyrians would listen to him. And if the Assyrians listened to him, then he was certain
that God would have mercy on them. And Jonah didn’t want God to be merciful to the
Assyrians, the worst enemies of the Israelites! Jonah wanted God to crush the Assyrians,
not bless them. Jonah wanted God to punish the Assyrians, not forgive them. I’ll say this
now, and I’ll surely say it again through the course of this sermon series. Jonah was
perhaps the worst example of all of God’s prophets in the Bible. He was bigoted,
rebellious, whiney, and vengeful. And doesn’t that sound a lot like us. Do we really want
what God wants, which is that all people be saved? We can nod our heads and agree easily
enough. But what about the child-molesters? What about the blatant homosexuals or
trans-genders who demand equal treatment? What about the mass murderers? What about
the liberal politicians who push for laws to kill the unborn, or the old and infirm? What
about the antagonistic atheists who attack anything Christian? What about the fanatical
terrorists who would kill all Americans and all Christians? What about the Assyrians of
our nation and our world? Do we really want them to be saved? Would we willingly go to
them and preach repentance if God told us to? (and by the way, he has!) Or would we (do
we!) try to flee from God?

We’re not so very different from Jonah after all, are we? Yet God loved Jonah, and God
used him to accomplish his purposes. And God loves us too, and uses us as well. We’ll talk
more about this in a little while. First, let’s go back to Jonah’s flight. God told Jonah to go
north-east. Instead, Jonah went west. God told Jonah to go overland. Instead, Jonah went
over sea. God told Jonah to go to the huge city of Ninevah. Instead, Jonah set out for the
farthest reaches of the Mediterranean Sea, for the small outpost of Tarshish. God told
Jonah to go 550 miles. Instead, Jonah set out for a destination 2,500 miles away, in the
opposite direction. God gave Jonah a specific assignment. Jonah didn’t like the
assignment, so instead of doing what God wanted, Jonah attempted to flee from the task,
and from God himself. But you can’t run from God. You can try to run, but you can never
hide from God. Jonah knew this or at least he should have known it. But this lesson is
about to be reinforced to him in a very unpleasant way.



After the ship had set out to sea, Jonah goes down to his quarters and falls into a deep
sleep. Whether he was tired from his travels, or emotionally drained from disobeying God,
or psychologically trying to ignore his conscience, we’re not told. But while he was
sleeping, God suddenly sent a huge storm. Literally, in the Hebrew, God “hurled” a storm
upon them. The sailors did all they could do. They threw the cargo overboard, no easy task
in a ship pitching back and forth, up and down. And then every man began praying to their
gods. But then they realized that there was one man missing, Jonah. Amazingly, even
through this horrendous storm, with the tossing of the boat, and the pounding of the waves,
and the groaning of the supports, Jonah was still sleeping.

So the captain woke him up. He wanted every man praying because he recognized they
needed divine intervention. But things didn’t improve, so the sailors decided to cast lots, a
game of chance, to try to determine who was responsible. And the lots indicated it was
Jonah’s fault. As the sailors frantically questioned him, Jonah gives this reply: "l am a
Hebrew and I worship the Lorp, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the land." This
terrified them and they asked, "What have you done?" (They knew he was running away
from the Lorp, because he had already told them so.) Can you understand why the sailors
were terrified? Jonah claimed that his God was the true God, the greatest God, the God of
heaven, who made the sea and the land. And he had already told them he was running
away from this God! Not a good combination, fleeing from the God who made everything.
And they ask him“What have you done?”” In other words “What were you thinking? How
could you possibly believe you could get away with this? Why did you bring this upon
yourself? Why did you bring this upon us?”

These unbelieving sailors called the prophet of God to account. And we hear no reply from
Jonah. Perhaps because he hung his head in shame. Probably because there was no reply he
could make. They were right. He was wrong. And if he doubted it before, he knew then
with all certainty, you can’t run from God. You can’t run from God. Jonah tried it and
found out it couldn’t be done. And we try it too. God tells us to do something, and we run
the other way. God gives us commands, and we at best ignore them, and at worst blatantly
disobey them. For example, the Lord says in Hebrews 10:25: Let us not give up meeting
together [in worship], as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another.
And yet we can so easily find excuses why we can’t make it to worship services. And
when we make those excuses, we are most certainly fleeing from God and his will.

Or what about Jesus’ words. (John 13:34) "A new command I give you: Love one another.
As I have loved you, so you must love one another. Whom does Jesus want us to love? All
people, even unbelievers. And yet we hold grudges, and foster resentment and fuel anger
even within the church! We bicker with, and slander, and ridicule even family members!
And when we do these things, we are fleeing from God and his will. Or perhaps the closest
example to what Jonah fled from. Again, the words of Jesus. (Matthew 28:19) Therefore
go and make disciples of all nations. Yet when we are out in the world, all too often we act
like the world. We talk like the world, we live like the world. We typically don’t even
speak up for the morals and principles of the Bible, much less talk about Jesus the Way, the
Truth, and the Life. And when we don’t do this, we are fleeing from God and his will. We
try to flee from God and God’s will all the time, don’t we? We come down hard on Jonah,
and we do the very same thing, all the time. Thanks be to God. He loved Jonah, and he
loves us too. We certainly can’t run away from God in our sins. But, thanks be to God,
neither can we run away from God’s love.



God tells us through the Apostle Paul: (Romans 8:38-39) ... neither death nor life, neither
angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor
depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God
that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. Think about it. If there was ever anyone who had a reason
to flee from a difficult task, it was Jesus, our Lord and Savior. The very reason Jesus came
to earth and took on a body of flesh and blood was to make atonement for our sins. He
came to give his holy life as a perfect and pure Sacrifice for our sins. Yet as Jesus came
down to the last hours before the horrifying pain and suffering began, he begged his
Heavenly Father to find another way. Remember his words in the Garden of Gethsemane,
just before he was arrested? (Matthew 26:39) [Jesus] fell with his face to the ground and
prayed, "My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me.” “Please, Father find
another way,” he begged. “Please, Father don’t make me do this horrible task. Please,
Father, let me run away from this.” But remember how he closed that prayer. “Yet not as |
will, but as you will.” “Father, I will do what you need me to do. As unpleasant as the task
may be, [ will do it if you want me to. Father, I will not flee. I will not run away from you
and your will.”

And moments later he allowed himself to be captured. Jesus walked resolutely to the
torture, and the agony, and the death because that is what his Father willed. Because that
was what he himself willed. Jesus as true Man cringed at what he would have to endure.
But Jesus as true God wanted us saved. Jesus wanted our penalties pardoned. Jesus wanted
our souls and bodies to be in heaven with him one day. So Jesus as true God and true Man,
paid the exorbitant price the holy God demanded for our sins. He shed his blood and gave
his life, so that all those times we fled from God would be forgiven. And because he did, it
is our sins that are removed from our record. It is our iniquity that has been banished from
God’s presence.

Remember the words of the psalm? (Psalm 103:12) ...As far as the east is from the west,
so far has [the LORD] removed our transgressions from us. By the grace and mercy of
God, we are forgiven for all the times we have tried to run from God and his will. Let that
now be our motivation to run from God no more. What God tells us to do, may we do it
gladly. Where God tells us to go, may we go there willingly. We might as well do it gladly
and in love and thankfulness because as Jonah found out you can’t run from God. And as
God’s children, we don’t want to!



