Lessons from Jonah: You Can’t Escape God’s Judgement
April 26, 2026

This morning we continue looking at the events of the book of Jonah. There are many
valuable lessons we can learn and apply to ourselves in this Bible book. As mentioned last
Sunday, this seems like an appropriate sermon series at this time, since on Thursday we
began a special evening Bible class, “A Burning Fire Within.” A class in which we are
focusing on growing in the desire and ability to share the Gospel. This sermon series is
appropriate because, often like us, Jonah was also hesitant to share God’s Gospel.

The lesson we learn today is, you can’t escape God’s judgement. Our focus verses are
Jonah 1:7-17, but I’ll only read verses 13-17 at this time. (13-17) 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 Lorp, "O Lorp, 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 Lorp, 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 Lorp, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lorp and
made vows to him. But the Lorp provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was
inside the fish three days and three nights. (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!

As my brother and I got older, when we had done something wrong, it was not uncommon
for our mother to say the words, “Just wait until I tell your father.” Believe me, when your
father is a no-nonsense man, those words can send a chill of fear through a teenage boy. Of
course, we would hope that Mom would forget to tell him. (That never happened) Or we
would hope that Dad wouldn’t think our wrong-doing was such a big deal as our Mom
thought it was. (That rarely happened) Or we would hope that we could avoid Dad long
enough that he wouldn’t punish us as severely as we deserved. (Since Dad worked the 2™
shift, that sometimes happened) But when we are talking about our Heavenly Father’s
judgment, no one can avoid God’s justice, and no one gets away with anything where God
is concerned.

Our “lesson from Jonah” today is closely connected to last week’s lesson. Last week we
looked at how Jonah tried to run away from God. But he didn’t get far. Jonah was kind of
like a dog on a long leash. He ran like the wind for a little bit, and suddenly he reached the
end of the leash, and God yanked him back again. And that’s what today’s lesson is about,
God yanking Jonah back to his senses and making it clear that there was a penalty for
disobeying the Lord.

To briefly review what we discussed last week, for the first time in Biblically recorded
history, a prophet of God had been sent as a missionary to a foreign nation. Jonah
happened to be that prophet and he wasn’t happy about it. Jonah didn’t want Israel’s
enemy, the Assyrians, to repent and turn to God. He wanted them destroyed. So instead of
going north-east across the land to Nineveh, Jonah set out west across the sea, heading for



the farthest point of the then-known world. And there, in the Mediterranean Sea, Jonah
reached the end of his leash. God sent a horrendous storm which threatened to wreck the
ship he was on. The sailors threw their cargo overboard to lighten the ship. But the storm
continued. This was obviously more than a normal storm. The sailors were convinced that
one of the gods was angry with someone, so they cast lots to see which of those on board it
was. The lot indicated Jonah, who had already told them he was running from God. The
book of Jonah continues. 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 had learned that, you can’t run from God. And he also
recognized, you can’t escape God’s judgment. “It’s my fault” he said “so throw me into the
sea. You will be saved from the storm and God will bring his judgment upon me.”

Now here is a supreme irony. Jonah was heading to Tarshish because he didn’t want to run
the risk of saving the Assyrians. By doing so, he has placed the life of some innocent
Phoenician sailors at risk. And what do these foreigners, these unbelievers, do? They try to
save Jonah, the Jew who had brought disaster upon them! Instead of following Jonah’s
instructions and throwing him into the sea, they try to row to shore. But, Jonah writes, they
could not, for the sea grew even wilder than before. These Phoenician sailors actually acted
more honorably than the prophet of God! But finally they had no choice. Their options
were, keep Jonah on board and die, or throw him overboard and hope they lived. But
before they threw Jonah into the water, they begged God to forgive them. They begged that
God not hold them accountable for Jonah’s blood.

Then they took Jonah and threw him overboard, and the raging sea grew calm. At this the
men greatly feared the Lorp, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lorp and made vows to
him. Wow! These unbelieving sailors were unbelievers no longer! They had seen the
power of the true God. They had witnessed his judgment. They had experienced his mercy
and they believed. They were converted right then and there. How do we know? The book
of Jonah uses the word LORD when it refers to the sailors’ reverence. In other words, they
honored “Jahweh,” Jehovah, the Old Testament God of the gracious Covenant. And to
show their faith, they offered “Jahweh” a sacrifice and they promised him obedience and
devotion. So Jonah hadn’t done anything for the Gentile Assyrians yet. But God had used
him to convert some Gentile Phoenicians.

Now let’s return to Jonah, who has been made keenly aware of the fact that you can’t run
from God, and you can’t escape God’s judgment. How horrible it must have been for
Jonah! He had tried to run from God only to be easily caught. And now it was time for
God’s punishment. First he was flung out of the pitching boat into the furiously rolling sea.
Did he know how to swim? If he did, he must have tried to keep his head above water. If
he didn’t, he must have sunk like a rock. Either way, based on his own words in chapter 2,
Jonah ended up going down. This is how he described what happened. (Jonah 2:3, 5-6)
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. ... The engulfing waters threatened me,
the deep surrounded me; seaweed was wrapped around my head. To the roots of the
mountains I sank down. Based on those words, it doesn’t sound like he stayed on the
surface for long, does it? It sounds like he sank quickly, and that he sank deep. And then
seeing this huge fish materialize before him and the mouth of this huge fish opening wide



to swallow him. Can you imagine the horror of that? And suddenly he found himself
sliding down the fish’s gullet and into the steaming hot darkness of the fish’s stomach. Can
you imagine being trapped there, unable to crawl out? Surely Jonah must have tried to
crawl out, but it couldn’t be done. More seafood came in, but nothing was getting back out.
And every time more food came in, he had flopping fish all around him. And there he was,
trapped inside that fish, smelling the pungent bile of the fish's stomach and the
half-digested food. There he was, trapped inside that fish, unable to see anything but pitch
blackness. There he was, unable to hear anything but the beating of the fish’s heart and the
gurgling of the fishes digestive system. There he was, probably very limited in his own
movements, yet probably feeling the fish’s swishing motions through the water.

If Jonah wasn’t claustrophobic before his time in the fish, he almost certainly was
afterward, don’t you think? How did he survive? We don’t know, other than knowing that
God preserved him through a miracle. And you need to know that this is one of the most
questioned and criticized portions of Scripture. Many dismiss Jonah’s 3 days in the great
fish as impossible, and therefore obviously untrue. But this account is true. It is absolutely
true. Jesus himself referred to the miracle of Jonah in the fish, showing beyond a shadow
of a doubt that it was true.

Jonah surviving inside the fish is just another one of God’s many miracles, and certainly no
more difficult for God than miraculously providing manna and water for 40 years in the
desert, or making Jericho’s walls fall down, or walking on the water, or raising dead
people. And it’s certainly a lot easier than creating the entire world in 6 days by only
speaking a few words. The point here is not whether Jonah was really in the belly of a fish
for 3 days. Of course he was. God’s Word says he was, and it was certainly not a difficult
thing for the almighty God to do. The point is, Jonah couldn’t escape God’s judgment, and
you and I can’t either. Nobody can.

The world is full of people who think they can beat the system, that they are smart enough
to avoid any penalty for their wrong-doing. And the sad truth is, some people do get away
with a lot. There are all kinds of crimes which are never solved. There are all kinds of
criminals that don’t get nearly the punishment they should for their crimes. There are all
kinds of people who abuse the goodness of other people. There are many people who get
away with a lot in this world. But there is nobody who will get away with anything, in the
world to come. How about this vivid picture from the book of Isaiah? (Isaiah 66:15-16)
See, the Lorp is coming with fire, and his chariots are like a whirlwind; he will bring down
his anger with fury, and his rebuke with flames of fire. For with fire and with his sword the
Lorp will execute judgment on all people, and many will be those slain by the Lorp. Or
these simple, straight-forward words from the prophet Nahum. (Nahum 1:2a, 3b) The Lorp
is a jealous and avenging God; the Lorp will not leave the guilty unpunished.

And we’re thinking, “Yes! It is good to know that no matter how much the enemies of God
and of good get away with here on earth, they will one day get their “just desserts!” from
the holy, all-knowing, all-powerful God. But what we might better consider, since we are
also sinners, is what judgment from God is waiting for us? Just these words of Jesus should
wake us up in a big way: (Matthew 12:36) everyone will have to give account on the day
of judgment for every careless word they have spoken. Have your words always been
appropriate, loving, and godly? I know mine haven’t always been. That alone is cause to
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give an account to God one day. And that doesn’t even include the sinful mistakes we have
made in our lives, the times we have taken things that weren’t ours, or the times we
deliberately hurt others, or the times we cut corners at school or at work, or the times we
have misused or abused our bodies, or the times we have neglected to do what is right, or
the times we have been poor stewards of our time. What happens to us when we stand
before the Lord and have to give an account for ourselves? How can we deny our sins to
God who knows all? How can we defend ourselves before him? What can we say to justify
ourselves before the holy God?

Here’s what we do when we suddenly find ourselves before God’s judgment seat. We say
nothing. We do nothing. We simply point to Jesus. And why? Well, listen to the words of
Isiah the prophet, speaking about Jesus our Savior. (Isaiah 53:6-8) We all, like sheep, have
gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the Lorp has laid on him (on Jesus!)
the iniquity of us all. He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he
was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did
not open his mouth. By oppression and judgment he was taken away. And who can speak
of his descendants? For he was cut off from the land of the living; for the transgression of
my people he was stricken. All that Jesus endured, he endured for us. The mocking, the
beatings, the scouring, the crown of thorns, it was all for us. The Horrible suffering, the
agonizing dying on the cross, the lifeless body in the cold, dark tomb, it was all for us.

When we find ourselves beore the Lord’s judgment seat, we have nothing to offer to the
Lord, except Jesus. We have nothing to say on our behalf, except Jesus. We have no merits
to claim, except Jesus. We have no one to represent us, except Jesus, who by the way,
didn’t stay dead, but rose victoriously back to life. And that is all we need. If all we have is
Jesus, God’s holy Son who lovingly took our place, then we have more than enough! If our
only hope is Jesus, who suffered our pain, and died our death, and paid for our sins, every
single one of them, then we have a certain hope. If our salvation depends upon Jesus, then
our salvation is sure.

As the book of Hebrews tells us: (Heb. 9:27-28) Just as man is destined to die once, and
after that to face judgment, so Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many
people ... [and] to bring salvation to those who are waiting for him. It’s absolutely true
that no one can escape God’s judgment. For all those who disregarded God and his will,
they will find themselves in a place a whole lot worse than the belly of a fish, and they’ll
be there a whole lot longer than 3 days. But for those who, by the grace of God, look to
Jesus in faith, they will find themselves acquitted in God’s courtroom, not because they are
innocent, but because God declares them “not guilty” for Jesus’ sake. (And by the way,
that’s exactly what the Biblical work “justify” means, to be declared innocent in God’s
courtroom because Jesus paid our penalty) God has already convicted holy Jesus in the
place of sinners. God has already poured out his judgment for the sins of the world, for
your sins and mine, upon Jesus. So for all those whose hope rests, not upon themselves,
but upon Jesus, God’s judgment will be swift and wonderful! For you and me and all
believers in Jesus, our Savior, God will declare, (Matthew 25:34) "Come, you who are
blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the
creation of the world. “Because no one can escape my judgment, except those who are
covered by the holiness of Jesus through faith.” Praise God, brothers and sisters, that
includes you and me.



