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Lessons from Jonah:  You Can’t Forget Repentance 
May 10, 2026 

 
This morning we continue looking at the events of the book of Jonah. The lesson we learn 
today is, you can’t forget repentance. Our focus verses were the words of Jonah’s prayer 
from inside the belly of the giant fish. (Jonah 2:1-10) 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." And the LORD commanded 
the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land. (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 needed an attitude adjustment? We all need those now and then. Have you 
ever needed to be thrown into the sea and swallowed by a giant fish to get that attitude 
adjustment? Well, probably not. But that’s what Jonah needed. And that’s what Jonah got.  
Our first impressions of Jonah aren’t very good. God told Jonah to go to Nineveh, the 
capital city of the Assyrians, and warn the people to repent. Jonah wasn’t in favor of that 
particular task, so he took off for the far ends of the earth. But Jonah quickly found out 
that, you can’t run away from God. He also quickly learned that, you can’t avoid God’s 
judgment. As a result of these important truths, Jonah ended up inside the belly of a huge 
fish. As I said earlier, our first impressions of Jonah aren’t very good. But since that time, 
Jonah has been doing better. He knew that, you can’t be beyond God’s hearing, no matter 
where you are, so he prayed to the Lord. And now today, as we look at the words of his 
prayer, we see another good example from Jonah.  
 
He shows us that, you can’t forget repentance. Before we talk about Jonah’s repentance, 
and then our own, let’s take a moment to review what godly repentance is. True 
repentance, as the Bible describes it, is a multi-faceted thing. The first aspect of true 
repentance is, sincere sorrow over the sins that were committed. The Scriptures call this 
heart-felt sorrow “contrition.” The next aspect of true repentance is, the desire to turn away 
from that sin. To be determined to never, ever, ever, commit that sin again. The third aspect 
of true repentance is, faith in God’s mercy and forgiveness. This is the part of repentance 
that many Christians don’t understand as being a part of repentance. Yet, it’s a crucial 
component, for without it, without faith in God’s forgiveness, we sinners despair. What 
good is sorrow over sin, and the desire to avoid that same sin in the future, if we are 
already condemned because of committing that sin? We need to know that there is hope, 
that there is mercy, that there is forgiveness, that God’s grace is sufficient enough even for 
us, even for this sin. And the fourth aspect of true repentance is, the attempt to make things 
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right again, to the best of our ability. If our sin has damaged something or hurt someone, 
then it is only right for us to do all that we can to restore what our sin has wrecked.  
 
So, did God’s attitude adjustment for Jonah work? Was Jonah brought to true, godly 
repentance for his sins of hatred of the Assyrians and of disobeying God? Did he exhibit 
the four aspects of forgiveness we just discussed? Let’s look at what the book of Jonah tells 
us. Was Jonah filled with sorrow over his sins? Remember what he confessed to the sailors 
in the middle of the storm? (Jonah 1:12) "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." That sounds like contrition to me. Part of his prayer from the belly of the fish 
gives us insight into his frame of mind too. (Jonah 2:3-4) 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.’ How ironic! 
 
Initially Jonah had tried to run from the presence of God. But when God brought judgment 
on him, as he was sinking into the depths of the sea, he was anguished that he had 
succeeded! His actions had brought him separation from God. Jonah called it 
“banishment.” Yes, Jonah was very sorrowful for what he had done. Did he have the desire 
to avoid those same sins, to do things differently in the future? What does he say after 
lamenting over his separation from God? He says, “I’ve been banished, yet I will look 
again toward your holy temple.” In other words, Jonah is saying, “I have a new perspective 
now, Lord. I am turning my eyes back to you, instead of turning them away from you. I am 
seeking your presence, Lord, instead of seeking to be away from you. I have a new heart. If 
you somehow deliver me from this huge fish, I will do whatever you ask of me. If you 
don’t, I will die with a new devotion to you, Lord.” And this ties in directly to the third 
aspect of true repentance, faith in God’s forgiveness. Listen again to how Jonah closes his 
prayer.  
 
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.  … Salvation comes from the 
LORD." What is he saying? He’s saying that the worthless idols that so many other people 
worship can do nothing and they bring nothing to sinners. But my God, the true God, is a 
God of grace. He’s saying, “I need forgiveness, and my gracious God gives it. Salvation, 
even for sinners like me, comes from the LORD, the covenant God of mercy.” Jonah says, “I 
believe that. I know that. Therefore I, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you, O 
LORD.” Jonah clearly believed that God would forgive him, even for his sins of prejudice 
against the Assyrians, and for running away from God. And he was right! 
 
As for the fourth aspect, trying to make right what your sin has made wrong, Jonah says in 
his prayer, what I have vowed I will make good. We’re not told what that vow was, but a 
safe assumption is that Jonah vowed that, if God restored him to dry ground, he would do 
whatever God asked him to do, even if that meant going to Nineveh. And when God in the 
most miraculous of ways did bring Jonah back to dry land, and when God told him the 
second time to go to Nineveh, Jonah did exactly that. He kept his vow. He obeyed the 
Lord. He went to Nineveh to preach.  
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Jonah shows us, you can’t forget repentance, especially when we are so sinful. And we are 
sinful, aren’t we? You know, we are stunned that Jonah, a prophet of God, no less, would 
try to run from God and God’s will. We are quick to condemn him for his blatant 
disobedience and utter foolishness. Yet we are the same way, all the time. God tells us to 
have no other gods besides him, and we have dozens of idols settled in our heart-of-hearts 
at this very moment. God tells us to never misuse his name, and we throw his name around 
in our casual speech all the time.  
 
God tells us to make time to worship him regularly, and we come up with all kinds of 
reasons why we can’t make it to church, or read our Bibles, or pray to him. God tell us to 
honor our parents and those in authority, and we are disrespecting them, especially 
authority figures, routinely with the things we say and do. And I could work my way 
through the entire 10 Commandments. We break every single one of them, on a daily 
basis! And if you don’t think so, then you are guilty of the sin of pride on top of the others. 
God tells us to go one way in our lives, and we go the other way all the time. God gives us 
specific instructions, and we disregard them constantly. We dare not turn our noses up at 
Jonah. We are all just like him, all the time.  
 
And just as we sin like Jonah, so we should repent like Jonah. It’s time for us to stop 
making excuses for our sins, and, in true sorrow, confess them to God. It’s time for us to 
stop denying, or justifying our wrongdoings, and turn to God in contrition. It’s time for us 
to make every effort to turn away from those sins, to do everything we can to abandon 
them, not just for a time, but for good. And it’s crucial that we trust in God’s amazing 
grace. It’s crucial that we realize that our Lord is indeed a merciful God, and his mercy is 
great enough to even encompass us and our sins. It’s crucial for us to know that Jesus, our 
Savior, has made full atonement for our transgressions. And therefore, God does forgive us 
and everyone who turns to him in faith.  
 
A number of years ago, researchers at the University of Toronto discovered an interesting 
thing about human nature. They learned that people have “a powerful urge to wash 
themselves” when suffering from a guilty conscience. This urge is known as the “Macbeth 
effect” referring to Shakespeare’s famous play in which one of the main characters tries to 
scrub away non-existent bloodstains. Interestingly enough, you may remember that Pontius 
Pilate also washed his hands after he had condemned innocent Jesus to crucifixion. In 
order to study the effect, the researchers asked volunteers to think about immoral acts    
they had committed in the past. After reflecting on those indiscretions, the volunteers were 
offered an opportunity to wash their hands. Those who had been asked to remember past 
mistakes were twice as likely to wash their hands as those who had not been asked about 
their mistakes. In the study, those who had washed their hands did seem to find temporary 
relief from their guilt.  
 
But ultimately, only one kind of washing cleans us completely. Only one ingredient totally 
removes all guilt in regard to our sins. The Apostle John tells us about this crucial cleaning 
agent (1 John 1:7b)  … the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin. Only Jesus’ 
blood can wash us totally clean. And the awesome thing is, that blood has already been 
shed for us. It has already done its purifying work. Because of Jesus’ blood, we are pure in 
God’s eyes. And because of Jesus’ blood, we have absolute confidence in God’s merciful 
forgiveness. We can go to God in repentance with the certainty that he forgives us, because 
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Jesus’ blood has been shed for us. And that’s what John writes about in the very next verse. 
(1 John 1:8-9) If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 
If we confess our sins, [the Lord] is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify 
us from all unrighteousness. What an uplifting truth! What an awesome comfort! What a 
motivating force this is! God really, and truly, and completely forgives us, and all because 
of Jesus. And that love of God moves us to love him back, and to love one another too. 
That demonstration of mercy from our God encourages us to fulfill the fourth aspect of    
repentance, to attempt to restore what our sin has hurt. Sometimes we can do a lot. 
Sometimes we can only do little. But always God wants us to try to do what we can, to try 
to set aright what we have put askew.  
 
Jonah realized that you can’t forget repentance. He had forgotten it for a time as he was 
fleeing from God. But when the storm arrived, he came to his senses. Brothers and sisters, 
may we be wise enough to realize that repentance is a daily, and hourly, a constant thing 
for Christians. Please don’t make God bring a horrendous storm upon you to wake you up. 
Don’t wait until you are about to be thrown overboard, to turn back to God. Don’t delay 
until the point where you are inside the guts of a monster, to repent of sins you should have 
repented for immediately. Because we never know if we will get the chances that Jonah 
got. 
 
A wise, old Jewish rabbi was asked by one of his students, “Rabbi, what is the best day to 
repent?” The rabbi replied, “Always repent on the last day of your life.” That answer only 
raised another question. “But Rabbi, how can we know which is the last day of our life?” 
“You can’t,” the teacher replied. “So,” the student asked, “how can we repent on the last 
day of our life if we don’t know when it is?” “If you can’t know when the last day of your 
life is,” the teacher concluded, “then you had better repent every day.” That’s good advice. 
Jonah would give us the same advice. “You can’t forget repentance” he would say, 
“Repentance is so important!” We sin daily, so we daily need to repent. But repentance is 
not a burden. It is a joy. Especially since we recognize that the comfort of forgiveness 
through Jesus our Savior is a key part of it. And that comfort of forgiveness, of being 
purified through his blood, is something we can’t ever get enough of. So repent and 
rejoice! 


