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In the Sunday mornings leading up to today, we have been learning lessons from the Old
Testament book of Jonah. This morning we continue that focus, only this time we will use
the words of Jesus from the New Testament book of Matthew. This is fascinating and
significant! Our focus verses are: (Matthew 12:38-41) Then some of the Pharisees and
teachers of the law said to him, "Teacher, we want to see a miraculous sign from you." He
answered, "A wicked and adulterous generation asks for a miraculous sign! But none will
be given it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. For as Jonah was three days and three
nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in
the heart of the earth. The men of Nineveh will stand up at the judgment with this
generation and condemn it; for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and now one
greater than Jonah is here. (Rev 1:17b-18a)... [Jesus] said: "Do not be afraid. I am the First
and the Last. [ am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever!

In the words of our focus verses, Jesus says what happens to him will be similar to what
happened to Jonah. And while there are many similarities between what happened to Jonah
and what happened to Jesus, Jesus is much greater, much better, than Jonah. Let’s quickly
review the events of the book of Jonah. This is necessary for us to properly understand
Jesus’ message. God had commanded his prophet Jonah to go to the Assyrian capital of
Nineveh and warn the people there of God’s impending judgment over their unbelief and
wickedness. But Jonah didn’t want to go to Nineveh because the Assyrians were the
greatest and most powerful enemies of the Jews, and Jonah didn’t want them to be spared
by God. So instead of going toward Nineveh, Jonah set out in the absolute opposite
direction. He planned to travel by ship to the very end of the Mediterranean Ocean.

Jonah was trying to run away from God and from doing God’s will. But you can’t run
away from God, and Jonah didn’t get very far. Long story short, God sent a horrific storm
and the fleeing Jonah ended up sinking into the ocean depths. And then God sent a huge
fish to swallow Jonah. That alone should have been a death sentence. But God preserved
Jonah’s life. And there, in the belly of that great fish, Jonah repented. So, three days later,
God had the fish vomit Jonah up onto dry land. And God told Jonah a second time to go to
Nineveh. This time Jonah obeyed the Lord.

Now flash forward about 850 years from Jonah’s day to the time of Jesus. Some of Jesus’
enemies, some of the Pharisees and teachers of the law, were asking Jesus to show them a
miraculous sign. In essence, they were claiming that if only Jesus did some incredible
miracle, then they would believe in him. Of course, this was a blatant lie. Just before this
request, in this very same chapter of the Bible, Matthew tells us how Jesus had healed a
man with a shriveled hand. What was the Pharisee’s response to this miraculous sign?
They went out and plotted how they might kill Jesus. (Mt. 12:14) And then just a bit later
in this same chapter, and just before this request for a sign, Jesus healed a
demon-possessed man who was blind and mute. How did the Pharisees react to this
miraculous sign? They claimed that it was only by the prince of demons that Jesus was
able to cast out demons. And, of course, Jesus did multiple miracles, every one of them an
incredible miraculous sign. The Pharisees and teachers of the law knew what Jesus was
doing. They saw his miracles. And their response was simply, “We need to get rid of this
guy.” In short, there was nothing that Jesus could do, (and he had already done all kinds of



incredible things!), that would convince Jesus’ enemies that he was who he said he was,
the Christ, the Son of God. So when they said to Jesus, "Teacher, we want to see a
miraculous sign from you." He answered, "A wicked and adulterous generation asks for a
miraculous sign! But none will be given it except the sign of the prophet Jonah.

Now what in the world did that mean? Very simply, Jesus was saying to his enemies, “I’ve
done plenty of miraculous signs, but you refuse to believe because of your wickedness.
“Therefore I will do no miracles simply to convince you that I am the Son of God. But
there is one more miracle coming in the future. One more amazing example of my identity.
One more astonishing proof to show you that I am who I say [ am. And it will be the
greatest miraculous sign of all.” Watch for it. Be amazed by it. Be convinced by it. Believe
it. Because if you don’t believe this greatest miracle of all, you won’t believe anything.
And what was this miraculous sign Jesus’ opponents were to watch for in the future? It
was the sign of the prophet Jonah. What exactly was the sign of the prophet Jonah? Jesus
explains: For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the
Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. In other words, the
miraculous sign that the Pharisees requested would be shown to them in the future. And it
was simply this. Just as Jonah was three days inside a huge fish and then was miraculously
delivered by the Lord, so Jesus would be dead in the tomb three days, and then would
miraculously come back out alive.

This is “the sign of Jonah” and it’s not so difficult to understand. When Jonah was
swallowed by the huge fish, he was as good as dead. People don’t wind up in the belly of a
fish, and live to tell about it. They don’t find themselves wrapped in the dark, unyielding
stomach of a giant fish and expect to ever see the light of day again. For 3 days Jonah was
dead to the world. He was unseen, unheard, unknown by anyone but God. He was sealed in
a trap that he couldn’t break. Yet God preserved Jonah’s life, and he caused the fish to
vomit Jonah out onto the shore. And on the third day after he was swallowed, Jonah
walked away from the fish. On the third day, the man banished from the light of day, saw
the sun shining bright once again. On the third day, the man trapped in an unbreakable
prison, was broken free. On the third day, the man encased in a living tomb, left that tomb
behind him. On the third day, the man as good as dead, was back on the land of the living.
And as such, Jonah was a picture of Jesus. What we said of Jonah in the fish was also true
of Jesus in the grave.

When Jesus was placed in the tomb, his body was dead. And dead eyes don’t see again.
Dead ears don’t hear. Dead mouths don’t speak. Dead hearts don’t beat again. Dead bodies
that are carried into tombs don’t walk back out again under their own power. Once the
dead enter the tomb, they don’t break free from that prison. And for 3 days Jesus was dead.
He was unseen, unheard, unknown by anyone but God. He was sealed in the unyielding
trap of the tomb. Yet Jesus was no ordinary man. He was truly a man, but also truly God.
And on the third day Jesus’ body came back to life. On the third day after his dead body
was swallowed by that tomb, he walked away alive. On the third day, the man banished
from the light of day, saw the sun shining bright once again. On the third day, the man
trapped in an unbreakable prison, broke free. On the third day, the man encased in a tomb
of rock sealed with a stone, left that rock rolled away and that tomb empty. On the third
day, the man who once was dead, was alive again. On the third day, God broke Jonah free
from an unyielding tomb. And, just like Jonah, God broke Jesus free from a tomb on the



third day too. And so Jonah’s 3-day stay in the fish, became a picture of Jesus’ 3-day stay
in the tomb.

But let’s talk a moment about what led Jonah to that living tomb. Jonah ended up spending
3 days in the guts of a fish because of his own sin. He deliberately disobeyed God and God
punished him for it. What brought Jesus into his tomb? Just like Jonah, it was sin. But
unlike Jonah, it wasn’t Jesus’ own sin. It was our sin that put Jesus in that tomb. It was all
the times we have disobeyed God. It was the 10 Commandments, which we know, but
which we don’t keep. It was our falling in love with the idols of this world, idols like
money, or fun, or success, or popularity, or hobbies, or anything we love more than God. It
was our neglect of worshipping the one true God, and hearing his Word. It was our
disrespect for others. It was our dissatisfaction with what God has given us and our greed
for more. It was all of our sinful actions which don’t line up with God’s will. It was our
sins that took Jesus to the grave because they took Jesus to the cross. You see, God in
heaven is absolutely holy, perfect, and pure in all that he does. And this holy God could not
overlook our unholiness, our mistakes, our sins. He couldn’t ignore them. His holiness, his
justice, demanded that a penalty be paid for every single wrong-doing. And he has a hell
created where that penalty could be paid by everyone who disobeys him in any way. And,
brothers and sisters, hell is exactly where every one of us deserves to go. Our sins are
many, too many to count, too many to remember, and certainly too many to ever make up
for on our own.

But the holy God is also a loving God, an incredibly merciful God, a God of immense
grace, a God who doesn’t want to see anyone perish in hell. So instead of automatically
banishing us to damnation in hell, God the Father sent God the Son to earth to endure the
punishment we had earned. And that’s what brought Jesus to earth. That’s what brought
Jesus to the judgment hall and the whipping block and the cross. It was our sins, and the
punishment they demanded from the holy God. So the holy God in holy love, punished his
own Son, Jesus, in our place. Jesus endured it all, everything we should have endured. He
felt the pain we had earned. He suffered the hell we deserved. He died the death we should
have died. And by so doing he paid the penalty in full for our every transgression. What
does the prophet Isaiah write about Jesus? (Isaiah 53:5) He was pierced for our
transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was
upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. The Apostle Peter writes it this way: (1 Peter
3:18) For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to
God. He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit.

Which explains what brought Jesus to the cross, and ultimately to the tomb. It was our sins.
It also explains why he didn’t stay in the tomb. The Holy Spirit made him alive again.
Jesus broke out of that tomb alive again. Just like Jonah, only better! Jonah came out of the
fish still a sinner. Jesus came out of the tomb as holy as when he went in. Jonah came out
of the fish needing forgiveness over and over. Jesus came out of the tomb bringing
forgiveness to all who look to him in faith. Jonah came out the fish, with his work still
before him. Jesus came out of the tomb, with his work completed. Jonah came out of the
fish, and was used by God to convert a huge city. Jesus came out of the tomb, the source of
salvation for multitudes too many to count. Jonah came out of the fish, and went to
Nineveh. Jesus came out of the tomb, and went to heaven to prepare a place for us. Jonah
came out of the fish with a temporary reprieve from death, yet he still died. Jesus came out
of that tomb, never to die again. Jonah came out of the fish as a humbled servant. Jesus
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came out of the tomb as the victorious Lord. Jonah came out of the fish after 3 days, a sign
of the time Jesus would spend in the grave. And in some ways Jesus' time in the tomb was
like Jonah’s time in the fish. But Jesus’ breaking free from the prison of the tomb is so
much better than Jonah.

It means that our sins are truly paid for in full by our glorious Savior, Jesus. There is no
wrong we have done that is so horrible that Jesus suffering and death did not make
complete atonement for it. Jesus bursting forth from the grave also means that, when our
bodies die, our souls won’t go to the hell they deserve. Instead, our souls will be carried by
the angels to the bosom of Jesus in the mansions of heaven. And Jesus’ resurrection means
that our bodies will one day be raised back to life too, and rejoined with our souls to live
forever in God’s salvation. What incredible blessings! And all because Jesus came out of
that tomb on the third day, like Jonah, only better. These are incredible blessings indeed. In
fact, they are the most significant blessings God could ever give us. But let me point out
one additional blessing before I close.

Jonah found himself in the belly of a giant fish. That’s about as bad a situation as a person
can find themselves in, isn’t it? As we pointed out, he was as good as dead. Yet God in
love rescued him in the most remarkable way. And what about Jesus? His dead body lay
cold in the stone tomb early on Easter morning, dead well into the third day. Yet God
brought him back to life, the greatest miraculous sign ever performed, and a fulfillment of
the promised sign of Jonah. So here is what you and I need to realize. The God who
brought Jonah safely out of the belly of a fish, and the God who brought Jesus safely out of
the tomb, is the same God who can bring us out of any situation we are in.

I don’t know what might have you imprisoned in your life. But whether your personal
prison is an addiction, or a physical ailment, or a mental issue, God can break you out of
that prison! If your personal prison is a stress-filled job, or the lack of a job, or a difficult
marriage, or longing to be married, God can make a way for you! Even if your personal
prison is a prison that seems unbreakable, God can break you free. Even if the chains
around you seem so heavy that they’ll never be loose, God can cut them off. Even if it
seems like darkness is all you’ll ever see again, God can lead you to the light of a new day,
a day filled with sunshine, and hope, and new life. Even if you are buried under a load of
debt, or a pile of responsibilities, or a mountain of troubles, or a heap of uncertainties, God
can pluck you out of that prison and lift you above it all. The Lord did it for Jonah. And he
did it for Jesus. And he can do it for us too, because our Lord is that powerful, and our
Lord is that good, and our Lord loves us that much.

In fact, the risen and ascended Jesus sent the Holy Spirit to his disciples on Pentecost. But
Jesus also sends the Holy Spirit to every believer as well on our own personal Pentecost.
For many of us, that happened at our baptisms when we were young. For others, it
happened when the Gospel took root in our hearts. And through our personal Pentecosts,
the Holy Spirit brought us faith in the risen Savior. And he also brings us countless other
spiritual blessings that flow from faith, like forgiveness, and strength, and deliverance, and
peace, and joy, and security, and salvation. Jonah was given new life when the fish spit him
up on shore on the third day. Jesus had new life when he exited his tomb on the third day.
And you and I were also given new life when the Holy Spirit brought us to faith. Praise be
to God for Easter. And praise be to God for Pentecost. Praise be to Jesus. And praise be to
the Holy Spirit.



