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Lessons from Jonah:  You Can’t Be Beyond God’s Hearing 
May 3, 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. The lesson we 
learn today on this Good Shepherd Sunday is, you can’t be beyond God’s hearing. (Jonah 
1:17 – 2:2) But the LORD provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the 
fish three days and three nights. 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. (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 having a conversation with someone on your cell phone, and you 
suddenly lost coverage? Of course you have. Sooner or later, it happens to everyone who 
has a cell phone. And isn’t that annoying when it does! And doesn’t it seem like usually 
when that happens, it is at a very important point in a very important conversation? That’s 
doubly annoying! And, depending on what the conversation was about, it can have serious 
consequences. If a business call gets dropped, it can affect our bottom-line. If a call to clear 
up a bureaucratic mistake is dropped, it can cost us extra hassles. If a call for help is 
dropped, it can become a matter of life and death. Well, Jonah didn’t have a cell phone, but 
he did have a means of communication with    perfect coverage. And we have that same 
coverage as well. It’s not Verizon, or T-Mobile,or AT&T. It’s a communication plan called 
prayer. It worked for Jonah, and it still works today for us.  
 
Let’s review Jonah’s story up to the point of our focus verses for today. God had instructed 
Jonah to go to the Assyrian capital and preach to the people there. Jonah did not want to go 
there because he was concerned that the people might listen to his message from God and 
repent, and then God would spare them the punishment he had threatened. Jonah did not 
want that to happen. The Assyrians were bitter enemies of Israel, and Jonah wanted them 
to receive punishment from God, not blessing. So Jonah headed in the opposite direction, 
intending to try to run away from God. He booked passage on a ship bound for the far end 
of the Mediterranean Sea. It wasn’t long before Jonah found out that he could not run away 
from God. He also learned that he could not avoid God’s judgment.  
 
God sent a horrendous storm which threatened to wreck the ship he was on. The sailors did 
everything they could to remain afloat. But the storm continued. It became so bad that they 
were convinced it was sent by the gods to punish one of them. When they cast lots to find 
out which of them it was, the lot fell on Jonah. Jonah, incidentally, had already informed 
them when he got on board that he was running from God. And now he admits that the 
storm is from the one true God to punish him. When the sailors ask what they must do to 
appease God, Jonah told them to throw him overboard. They don’t want to do this. They 
don’t want to do something that would kill a man, even if the man had ticked off a   
powerful god and put all their lives at stake as a result. They didn’t want it on their 
consciences that they had thrown a man to his death. Nor did they want to be blamed for it, 
and run the risk of making the god angry with them. So the brave sailors try to row to 
shore, but the storm gets worse. Things became desperate. Things reached an even higher 
crisis level. Finally, if what Jonah said was true, it seems that it’s either his life or theirs. So 
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reluctantly the sailors threw Jonah into the sea, and the storm abated, and the waves 
subsided. And surely they must have felt bad for Jonah. They probably, and rightly, came 
to the conclusion that Jonah had brought the LORD’s judgment upon himself. They must 
have shook their heads at the foolishness of any man who would try to run away from the 
biggest and baddest God of all, the LORD Almighty. And in their minds, Jonah was dead 
and gone, drowned in the sea, his body food for the fishes.  
 
What they didn’t realize was that Jonah had indeed become fish-food. However, he wasn’t 
food for many fishes’. He was food for one big fish. And he wasn’t dead. He was 
swallowed alive, and kept alive through a miracle of God. As Jonah himself records in our 
focus verses. But the LORD provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside 
the fish three days and three nights. Jonah had learned that, you can’t run from God. And 
he certainly recognized that, you can’t escape God’s judgment. But he also realized that, 
you can’t be beyond God’s hearing. Even in the belly of a fish in the depths of the sea, you 
can’t be beyond God’s hearing. As our focus verses clearly show: 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. 
 
Jonah has been swallowed by a huge fish. First comes the terror of seeing that huge fish 
sweep toward him and open its mouth to swallow him. Then comes the horror of sliding 
down the gullet of the fish into the stench and darkness of its stomach. Then comes the 
frantic but futile efforts to try to claw his way back out of the fish. I can’t even imagine 
Jonah’s thoughts as he came to grips with his horrible, living prison. But somewhere along 
the line, he must have reached a point where he realized there was absolutely nothing he 
could do. He was hopelessly trapped and almost certainly doomed to died. Jonah knew 
with absolute certainty, that one can’t run from God. And he knew beyond a shadow of a 
doubt, that one can’t escape God’s judgment. But he also knew with complete conviction, 
that one can’t be beyond God’s hearing. So he did the only thing he could do. He prayed. 
He prayed to the LORD his God. And there are two things that Jonah says in these words 
that bear noting.  
 
The first is that Jonah recognized he was down deep. He had sunk from the surface of the 
sea into the depths. And then this huge fish had swallowed him up, and almost certainly 
taken him even deeper. The average depth of the Mediterranean Sea is almost 10,000 feet. 
The maximum depth is almost 21,000 feet. Wouldn’t it be safe to assume that a huge fish 
would probably stay deep, except perhaps to feed. And if that’s true, then the fish had 
plenty of depth to dive into. Jonah knew he was down deep. Even if he could somehow get 
out of the fish’s belly, he had no chance of making it back to the surface without drowning. 
And Jonah notes that fact in his prayer to the LORD. From the depths of the grave I called 
for help, In other words “Lord, I’m down deep, and I’m as good as dead.” But here is the 
other thing that we need to note. No matter how deep down Jonah may have been. Even if 
the fish dove to 10,000 feet, Even if the fish’s home was on the very bottom of the deepest 
part of the sea, at 21,000 feet. No matter what depth he may be at, Jonah knew that God 
heard his prayer. Listen again to his words. 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, O LORD, listened to my cry. God listened to 
[his] cry for help, and God answered [him].  
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There was no doubt in Jonah’s mind. It was a done deal. God heard him and God answered 
him. Jonah didn’t know for sure if God answered his prayer “yes” or “no” but he knew 
God had heard and answered him nonetheless. And he was absolutely right, God did hear 
his prayer, and God did answer his prayer. As we’ll see in future weeks, God actually 
answered his prayer with a “yes” answer. Jonah knew that you can’t be beyond God’s 
hearing. We need to know that same truth with the same certainty.  
 
We’ve speculated that Jonah must have tried to climb out of that fish’s belly. Wouldn’t 
panic alone make one try to do that? Well, very often we do the same thing. When we find 
ourselves “in the belly of the fish,” in desperate straits, in a crisis situation, in panic mode, 
what do we often try to do? All too often we try to claw our own way out of the mess 
we’re in, don’t we? And if we can’t figure out a solution, then we try to think of who we 
know that might be able to help us, or who we can hire, or where we can go, or what we 
can buy, in order to help us out of “the belly of the fish.” And after trying everything else, 
if nothing else works, then we finally go to our last resort, prayer. That reminds me of a 
story I read once in the Forward in Christ magazine our Synod publishes. A dad was 
running late for dinner, but everything was ready, so the mom and kids started dinner 
without him. When the father finally got home, he sat down and prayed quietly to himself. 
His 3-year-old daughter asked him “What are you doing, Dad?” “I’m praying to myself” 
he answered. To which his daughter replied, “You’re not supposed to pray to yourself! 
You’re only supposed to pray to Jesus!” Of course, the little girl misunderstood. But yet 
she was also right, in a manner of speaking. Isn’t that so often the case with us? In a very 
real way we tend to look to ourselves to solve our problems, instead of God.  
 
Brothers and sisters, we have it backwards. Instead of going to God last after trying 
everything else first, we should go to God first, and then try whatever we can. But at least 
then we will have gone to the ultimate Answer, to the Source of strength and wisdom, to 
the almighty and all-knowing God first. Then at least we will have covered the situation in 
prayer. Jesus, our Good Shepherd, longs to hear from us. He is eager to care for us, provide 
for us, protect us, guide us, help us, hear us, and hold us. Therefore we should be quick to 
do as Jonah did. "In my distress I called to the LORD … from the depths of the grave I 
called for help.” And we should have the same confidence as Jonah had.  
 
As he said, I called to the LORD for help, and he answered me. I called for help, and you, 
O LORD, listened to my cry. God himself, our loving Good Shepherd, tells us: “Call upon 
me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you will honor me." (Psalm 50:15) And yet 
so often we hesitate to go to the Lord in tough times. Even when we aren’t in a crisis 
situation, when things are going fine in our lives, how often don’t we neglect to talk to God 
in prayer? We get too busy, or distracted, or stressed out. We get caught up in living our 
lives, and we forget to pray. The Bible urges us to pray continually; (1 Thes 5:17) …and 
yet we often fail to pray at all. Our failure to pray like we should is just another obvious 
demonstration of our sinfulness. And the sad thing is, this should be one of the easiest and 
most joyful commands of God to keep. God tells us to talk to him, he wants to hear from 
us, and yet we don’t obey. We don’t pray nearly like we should. Praise God that he is a 
loving and gracious God! Praise God that he had mercy on us! Praise God that he 
intervened on our behalf and sent us Jesus to be our Savior! And praise be to Jesus, the 
God-Man, our Good Shepherd! In love for you and me he obeyed the command from his 
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Heavenly Father to go to the cross, just like he obeyed all of the Heavenly Father’s 
commands, perfectly.  
 
And what an example he set for us, not only in regard to love, but in regard to prayer! How 
often doesn’t the Bible tell us that after a long day of ministry, when Jesus as true Man 
must have been exhausted, yet he went off by himself to pray. And when he faced his 
greatest crisis of all, his impending torture and death, what did Jesus do in the Garden of 
Gethsemane? He prayed. He prayed, earnestly and repeatedly. And when God the Father 
made it clear that the torture and death must be endured by Jesus to earn our forgiveness, 
he obeyed his Father’s will and trudged on to the agony of the cross. Jesus knew that 
without him, we would all be doomed. Without his sacrifice in our place, we would all be 
lost. Without his atonement for our wrongdoing, we would all be punished forever in hell. 
So Jesus, the loving and caring Good Shepherd, gave his holy life as a sacrifice to make 
atonement for our wrongs. And Jesus’ holy life was sufficient for all of our deficiencies. 
Jesus’ perfection was more than enough to pay for our sins. Jesus’ love for us moved him 
to live and die in our place.  
 
And now, all who look to Jesus in faith, have everything that Jesus lived and died to win, 
forgiveness, salvation, security, peace, joy. Praise be to God for loving us so much he sent 
his Son, Jesus, to die for us. Praise be to Jesus, our Good Shepherd, for loving us so much 
he was willing to do it. Praise be to the Holy Spirit for moving us to believe that our 
salvation is all accomplished through Jesus. Indeed, let us praise our gracious God. Let us 
rejoice in his love for us. Let us worship him for his amazing grace. And then let us obey 
him in love and thanksgiving. And one of the ways we obey our Lord is by talking to him 
in prayer. God loves our prayers. The Lord wants to hear from us. The book of Revelation 
describes the prayers of believers as incense offered on the golden altar before God’s 
throne in heaven (Rev. 8:3). So when we find ourselves sinking into the depths of 
difficulties. When we’re suddenly in the belly of seemingly insurmountable challenges. 
When we’re surrounded by the smelly bile of this sinful world’s problems. Even when 
we’re suffering the consequences of our own foolish decisions. When we don’t know what 
to do, or which direction to go, or whom to turn to, let us turn to Jesus in prayer. He wants 
to hear from us more than that, he longs to hear from us! And here’s the awesome part! Not 
only does God command us to pray, but he promises to answer our prayers! Remember 
Jesus’ famous words? (Matthew 7:7-8)  "Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will 
find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; he who 
seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened.  
 
Those words are all about prayer! Our Good Shepherd wants to hear from us and he wants 
to answer us. He wants to help us wherever we need help. He wants to bless us to the 
fullest measure. What an incredible thing to know. Jonah knew it, and we need to know it 
too. No matter where we are or what we are going through, we can’t be beyond God’s     
hearing. So in our difficulties and in our blessings, let us go to him in prayer quickly and 
repeatedly and continually. The Lord will hear us, and the Lord will answer us, in absolute 
love for us, and according to what he knows is the very best for us. There is tremendous 
comfort in this truth.  


