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1.1 Introduction (Jonah 1:17-2:10) 

17
 And the LORD appointed a great fish to swallow up Jonah. And Jonah was in the belly of the 

fish three days and three nights. 
1
 Then Jonah prayed to the LORD his God from the belly of the 

fish,  
2
 saying, "I called out to the LORD, out of my distress, and he answered me; out of the 

belly of Sheol I cried, and you heard my voice.  
3
 For you cast me into the deep, into the heart of 

the seas, and the flood surrounded me; all your waves and your billows passed over me.  
4
 

Then I said, 'I am driven away from your sight; yet I shall again look upon your holy temple.'  
5
 

The waters closed in over me to take my life; the deep surrounded me; weeds were wrapped 
about my head  

6
 at the roots of the mountains. I went down to the land whose bars closed upon 

me forever; yet you brought up my life from the pit, O LORD my God.  
7
 When my life was 

fainting away, I remembered the LORD, and my prayer came to you, into your holy temple.  
8
 

Those who pay regard to vain idols forsake their hope of steadfast love.  
9
 But I with the voice of 

thanksgiving will sacrifice to you; what I have vowed I will pay. Salvation belongs to the LORD!"  
10

 And the LORD spoke to the fish, and it vomited Jonah out upon the dry land. 

Genre.  The Book of Jonah is grouped with the Minor Prophets (“minor” because of their 

brevity compared to the longer prophetic books).  But the Book of Jonah is unique in the 

prophetic literature since it focuses more on the prophet’s person and experience than on his 

message.  This gives the book a flavor something like an extended parable.
1
  The bulk of Jonah 

1:17-2:10 is poetry (vv. 2-9) and therefore should be read and interpreted according to the 

standard conventions of poetic writing, with careful attention allotted to metaphor, imagery, and 

theological significance. 

Characters.  The entire book is a story, making use of many standard character archetypes.  

Jonah is a main character who is also round in the sense that he undergoes development 

throughout the narrative.  The other main character is God who is also round in that he forgives 

Jonah and relents of the destruction he had determined for the Ninevites when they repent of 

their violence and disobedience, and also that he demonstrates judgment and mercy on Jonah.  

The minor characters comprise two groups: the pagan mariners who become God-fearers and the 

wicked occupants of the Assyrian capital of Nineveh who also repent of their sin and idolatry.  

                                                 
1
 “Jonah,” in The Literary Study Bible, ESV (ed. Leland Ryken and Philip Graham Ryken: Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 

2007), 1387, suggests “the main genre of the book is satire—the exposure of human vice or folly.” 
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The great fish also serves as a character of sorts, being the messenger of God to Jonah and agent 

of his salvation. 

Author.  It is uncertain who wrote this short anonymous book, but the prophet Jonah is 

probably the best choice.  We know that Jonah was a historical person (2 Kings 14:25) and not 

just a fictional character, and that only Jonah would know all the character’s thoughts which the 

book entails. 

When and Where It Was Written.  Assuming Jonah wrote the book, we know that he 

ministered in Israel during the reign of Jeroboam II (793-753 B.C.).  There is not enough 

evidence to date the book more specific than this.  It is enough to know that Jonah was written 

prior to the exile of the northern kingdom of Israel into the Assyrian empire (722 B.C.). 

1.2 Old Testament Redemptive Historical Context 

God’s salvation plan for history is found in seed form in Genesis 3:15 (“I will put enmity 

between you and the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your 

head, and you shall bruise his heel”).
2
  This episode, when God speaks to the serpent in the 

Garden of Eden promising to create strife between Satan (and his seed) and the woman (and her 

seed), is progressively advanced through the entire OT.  It comes to fulfillment in Jesus as 

revealed in the NT, and continues to find fulfillment today until the return of Christ at the end of 

history.  Jonah is a prophet of the LORD God, the God of all creation and the God of Israel.  In 

this respect he belongs to the woman’s line of descent who are at war with the serpent’s children.  

But Jonah needs the correction of the Lord and therefore needs God to renew the enmity between 

the prophet and the serpent.  The story of Jonah, especially manifest in his psalm of repentance 

sung from the belly of the great fish, narrates the protoevangelion as Jonah must learn that God’s 

                                                 
2
 All Scripture quotations are from the English Standard Version (ESV). 
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enemies will indeed bruise the heel of God’s people, and this non-fatal trial of suffering must 

come before the victorious blow to the seed of the serpent’s head.  Jonah cries out in prayer to his 

God from the depths of suffering, repenting of the enmity he created between himself and the 

Lord, and is raised up from the pit of despair to the hope and experience of salvation.  Craig 

Blomberg explains how sin and salvation are key themes in Jonah. 

The story of Jonah is one of conversion, first of the reluctant prophet, then of the Ninevites.  The 
experience in the fish’s belly forms the turning point for Jonah.  Previously unwilling to preach to 
his nation’s hated enemy, Assyria (1:1-16), he now prays to God a psalm-like thanksgiving for 
the fish that rescued him from certain drowning (chap. 2).  After being vomited onto dry land he 
is ready to obey God and proceed to Nineveh, which indeed does repent (chap. 3).

3
 

Several typological examples are expounded in the life of Jonah.  He prophesied during the 

theocratic kingdom epoch in the OT, a time period when many aspects of Israel’s religious and 

political life functioned as shadowy pictures of Jesus Christ.  In general, the office of OT prophet 

is a type of Christ who was the last and ultimate prophet of God (Deut 18:15-19; cf. Luke 9:28-

36).  Most prophets were positive types who foreshadowed Christ.  Jonah is an exception in that 

he served primarily as a negative type highlighting through his failures what Christ would 

overcome and accomplish.  Jonah was a prophet to Israel (the children of God), but he was also 

called to preach to the Gentiles—even mighty Nineveh, Israel’s most feared enemy.  He resisted 

his personal prophetic call to bring the message of repentance to Gentiles, but later reluctantly 

acquiesced to God’s prodding, all the while hoping that Nineveh would not heed his message of 

repentance so that God then would destroy them.  Jonah as a prophet could not bring himself to 

completely accept the Abrahamic promise that in Abraham’s seed all the nations will be blessed 

(Gen 12:1-3).  He would rather see the nations cursed!  Jesus, on the other hand, will commission 

his chosen people to preach the gospel to the end of the earth.  Jonah was thinking in terms of the 

                                                 
3
 Craig L. Blomberg, “Matthew,” in Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Academic, 2007), 45. 
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covenant of works made with Israel at Mount Sinai, but God is working out the promises of the 

covenant of grace as promised to Abraham.  Jonah must have convinced himself that since Israel 

was God’s chosen people, and that the nations were pagan idolaters, the nations were therefore 

only worthy of judgment and derision.  But God’s purpose in the covenant of grace is to bless 

Israel so that they might bless all the peoples of the earth. 

The clearest typological aspect exemplified in Jonah 2 is death and resurrection.  When 

Jonah instructed the sailors to cast him into the abyss, he knew the tempest would cease when 

God’s wrath was propitiated away from the ship and turned upon Jonah himself.  Jonah was 

descending down, down, down into the belly of Sheol (Jonah 2:2) to die.
4
  At the bottom of the 

sea his life lived previously in service to God would be in vain and his death would be physical 

and spiritual.  He would die a defeated man under the wrath of God.  But the Lord mercifully 

brought up his life from the pit (Jonah 2:6) and saved him from death and judgment.  And what a 

way to be rescued: to be swallowed alive by a great fish appointed by God (Jonah 1:17), to 

remain alive (entombed?) inside for three days and three nights, and finally to be vomited up on 

dry land (Jonah 2:10)!  Jonah had experienced a typological resurrection.  He suffered through 

the trial of “death”, and was raised up again in new life and service unto God. 

The story of Jonah unfolds during a time when Israel was under the prophetic threat of exile.  

Their continually refusing to repent put them in danger of losing the land God had graciously 

given them.  Jonah’s flight to Tarshish (the other side of the known world), his near abandonment 

                                                 
4
 At the beginning of the book, God commands Jonah to “arise” [the verb is in the imperative voice; MT: ~Wq, LXX: 

avna,sthqi] and go to Nineveh.  But Jonah rebels and descends [MT: dr<YE, LXX: kate,bh] by going “down to Joppa” 

(Jon 1:3) and “down into the inner part of the ship” (1:5).  His spiritual descent reaches its trough when he is cast 

into the sea and sinks “down to the land whose bars closed upon me forever” (2:6).  The same Hebrew and Greek 

words for “down” are repeated in the text, emphasizing that Jonah’s first step away from God’s command set him on 

the path to the bottom of the sea far away from the presence of God. 
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by God to Sheol, and his restoration stood as a terrifying picture of what exile might look like 

and how God’s lovingkindness looks in comparison. 

For the disobedient prophet, being exiled from the presence of God means that he sinks to the 
bottom of the sea, wrapped in the cords of death.  Separation from God can mean no less than 
the end of life.  Correspondingly, restoration to God means resurrection to newness of life.  This 
restored life means a second chance to serve the Covenant LORD, the God of Israel.  In his 
restoration, the Lord graciously speaks to his servant “a second time,” commissioning him to 
take the message of judgment and grace to Nineveh (3:1-2).

5
 

Furthermore, just as the prophets and their messages all speak to the particular situations of 

their day, they also prophetically (and sometimes typologically) point forward to a greater 

fulfillment in these last days.  In this respect, Jonah’s experience and message takes on a 

particularly broad significance. 

Having experienced figurative death and resurrection, Jonah serves as God’s instrument in 
bringing salvation to the Gentiles.  In this case, the life-experience of Jonah prophetically 
anticipates the day in which restoration will mean the worldwide expansion of God’s saving 
activity among all the nations of the world.

6
 

This portion of OT redemptive history in the life and ministry of Jonah shapes the Christian 

Life by keeping our evangelistic efforts in general (and our foreign missions activities in 

particular) focused on God’s purposes for the Church.  Like Israel, the Church today is to be a 

light to the nations.  The lessons we learn from Jonah’s response to God’s call to spread the 

gospel are both positive and negative.  Positively, we should emulate Jonah’s sorrow and 

repentance by turning from our selfish ways and obeying God’s call to service.  Negatively, we 

should learn that disobeying God carries consequences and harboring unchanged attitudes while 

performing outward obedience also displeases God.  We can learn these principles through 

proverbs or propositional instruction, but the OT often tells us vivid stories to memorably 

impress these lessons on our hearts and minds. 

                                                 
5
 O. Palmer Robertson, The Christ of the Prophets (Phillipsburg, N.J.: P&R Publishing, 2004), 253. 

6
 Ibid., 254. 
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1.3 New Testament Fulfillment (Matthew 12:22-42) 

22
 Then a demon-oppressed man who was blind and mute was brought to him, and he healed 

him, so that the man spoke and saw.  
23

 And all the people were amazed, and said, "Can this be 
the Son of David?"  

24
 But when the Pharisees heard it, they said, "It is only by Beelzebul, the 

prince of demons, that this man casts out demons."  
25

 Knowing their thoughts, he said to them, 
"Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and no city or house divided against itself 
will stand.  

26
 And if Satan casts out Satan, he is divided against himself. How then will his 

kingdom stand?  
27

 And if I cast out demons by Beelzebul, by whom do your sons cast them 
out? Therefore they will be your judges.  

28
 But if it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, 

then the kingdom of God has come upon you.  
29

 Or how can someone enter a strong man's 
house and plunder his goods, unless he first binds the strong man? Then indeed he may 
plunder his house.  

30
 Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does not gather with 

me scatters.  
31

 Therefore I tell you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven people, but the 
blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven.  

32
 And whoever speaks a word against the 

Son of Man will be forgiven, but whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, 
either in this age or in the age to come.  

33
 "Either make the tree good and its fruit good, or 

make the tree bad and its fruit bad, for the tree is known by its fruit.  
34

 You brood of vipers! How 
can you speak good, when you are evil? For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth 
speaks.  

35
 The good person out of his good treasure brings forth good, and the evil person out 

of his evil treasure brings forth evil.  
36

 I tell you, on the day of judgment people will give account 
for every careless word they speak,  

37
 for by your words you will be justified, and by your words 

you will be condemned."  
38

 Then some of the scribes and Pharisees answered him, saying, 
"Teacher, we wish to see a sign from you."  

39
 But he answered them, "An evil and adulterous 

generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah.  
40

 For just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son 
of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.  

41
 The men of Nineveh will rise 

up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it, for they repented at the preaching of 
Jonah, and behold, something greater than Jonah is here.  

42
 The queen of the South will rise 

up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it, for she came from the ends of the earth 
to hear the wisdom of Solomon, and behold, something greater than Solomon is here. 

There are only three references to Jonah in the NT (Matt 12:40-41; parallel in Luke 11:29-

32; Matt 16:4), and each of these texts uses Jonah 1:17-2:10 (as well as alluding to the whole 

story of Jonah) in the same way: as “the sign of Jonah.”  According to Jesus, the typological 

significance of Jonah surviving in the belly of the great fish for three day and three nights is as a 

sign pointing to his crucifixion, burial, and resurrection.  The setting and story of Jonah 1:17-

2:10 is a shadow of the Passion of Christ.  But lest we only observe the obvious similarities 

between Jonah in the fish for three days and nights and Jesus in the earth for three days and 

nights, we should endeavor to unpack other more subtle comparisons that exist between them. 

First, Jesus the prophet of the new and everlasting covenant is contrasted with Jonah, a 

prophet of the old covenant.  Like Jonah, Christ the righteous prophet is first sent to the children 
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of the house of Israel, but unlike Jonah, he also loves the Gentiles, preaching the gospel of the 

kingdom to them and desiring their salvation.  Some may object, arguing that Jesus ministered to 

the Jews and left to his disciples the task of bringing the gospel to the nations.  But this is not the 

picture of Jesus the gospel writers present us.  Jesus’ primary mission during his earthly ministry 

before Pentecost was to Israel, but he frequently found himself in Samaritan or Gentile territory 

preaching, teaching, healing, and loving those of other nations (Matt 4:12-15; Mark 7:24-37; 

Luke 2:25-32). 

Second, in other passages Jesus identifies his coming death on the cross as the baptism he 

must undergo (Mark 10:35-45; Luke 12:49-53).  Paul also likens Christ’s death with baptism 

(Rom 6:4; Col 2:11-12).  The teaching that the death of Jesus is his “baptism” is rooted in the OT 

theme of the watery trial by ordeal.  Meredith G. Kline demonstrates that the watery ordeal in the 

OT (Gen 6-8; 1 Pet 3:18-22; Exo 15:1-21; Pss 18; 42:7; 88; Jon 2:2-9) is linked to the theology 

of baptism in the NT.  Baptism in water signifies a judgment of death which only the righteous 

will survive and thereby be vindicated by God.
7
  In Jonah 1:17-2:10, the prophet passed through 

his watery trial by ordeal and emerged singing the salvation of God, offering sacrifices of 

thanksgiving, and looking to the Lord’s holy dwelling place at the temple.  This is the kind of 

baptism for which Jesus set his face toward Jerusalem.  The waves of God’s wrath would sweep 

over him, the torrents of his enemies would assail him, the waters of judgment would overwhelm 

him, and for three day and nights his cries to his heavenly Father would remain unanswered.  But 

on the third day he would be saved from his trial by ordeal.  The Father would raise up his Son in 

power and glory, declaring to the world that death could not hold him because he was the 

                                                 
7
 Meredith G. Kline, By Oath Consigned: A Reinterpretation of the Covenant Signs of Circumcision and Baptism 

(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1968), 39-84. Cited 14 April 2008. Online: 

http://www.covopc.org/Kline/By_Oath_Consigned.html.  These pages are chapters 3-5. 
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Righteous One.  This is why those who rest in the salvation accomplished by Christ are 

baptized—we wish to be united to Christ in his death so that we will certainly be united to him in 

his resurrection.  We have confidence that we shall pass through the waters because we are 

united to the Righteous One who already has survived the Flood, the One who has divided the 

waters and crossed the Red Sea before us, and the One who has been raised to new resurrection 

life.  Jesus Christ suffered the drowning of Jonah so that he could be raised up in glory like 

Jonah.  Not in the same typological fashion as Jonah experienced, but in the heavenly reality of 

the anti-type.  The pattern of baptism and salvation shown throughout the Bible (OT and NT) and 

taught clearly in Jonah 1:17-2:10 is first suffering, then glory.  This is the path taken by our Lord, 

and if we wish to follow him, it is the path set forth for us as well.  Indeed it is the only path to 

God. 

Third, Jesus refers to the “sign of Jonah” in the context of his gospel message rejected by his 

Jewish audience.  The Israelite prophet Jonah preached a message of impending judgment to the 

Ninevites, and they repented en masse because of the sign of the suffering ordeal that God had 

brought Jonah through.  But Jesus surprised the Jews with an ironic role-reversal—Israel is now 

in the place of the Ninevites!  Whereas the pagan city of Nineveh had turned from their sin to 

worship the Lord at the message and “sign of Jonah,” the evil and adulterous generation Jesus 

preached to, who wickedly sought a miraculous sign, would receive the “sign of Jonah” in 

antitype form.  The Ninevites repented when given the “sign of Jonah” in the belly of the great 

fish for three days and nights.  Jesus predicted the Jews would not repent when given the sign of 

Jesus in the belly of the earth for three days and nights.  The Ninevites repented when presented 

with a typological resurrection and proclamation of the gospel.  The Jews would not repent when 

presented with the real resurrection and proclamation of the gospel.  Therefore the Ninevites will 
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“rise up” at the judgment and condemn those who refuse to repent with greater signs and fuller 

revelation (Luke 11:29-32).
8
  “The book of Jonah and Jesus magnify the Gentiles’ willingness to 

repent and God’s mercy on the Gentiles, both to condemn Israel for their hard hearts and to save 

Israel by rousing them to envy (cf. Rom. 11:11-14).”
9
 

Jesus taught that he is the fulfillment of all the OT (Luke 24:27, 44).  Jonah 1:17-2:10 is 

about the suffering and glory of Christ by giving us the “sign of Jonah”.  This sign encompasses 

the person and work of Jonah in typological form that finds it fulfillment in Jesus Christ. 

In the light of Matthew’s overall presentation of Jesus as the Messiah who inaugurates the 
kingdom of God/heaven through his death and resurrection, it is likely that Matthew saw in the 
“sign of Jonah” a picture of God’s mercy being extended to the Gentiles and divine judgment 
coming upon the present unbelieving generation of Jews.

10
 

Although Jonah suffered under the wrath of God for his own disobedience, he was 

mercifully rescued from his ordeal, and thereby brought the message of repentance to the pagan 

Ninevites.  Conversely, Christ did not suffer God’s wrath for his own disobedience, but for the 

sins of his people which he willingly took upon himself.  He sunk down into the belly of the 

grave (Sheol), away from the perfect and holy fellowship of God, but he was justly rescued from 

his ordeal, and thereby he brought the message of the gospel of the kingdom of God to the 

nations.  Jonah longed to see the holy temple in Jerusalem again because he yearned to 

fellowship with God and offer thanksgiving offerings (Jon 2:4, 7, 9).  Jesus longed to see his 

heavenly Father’s face again because he yearned for the unbroken fellowship he had with the 

Father and to offer up himself once for all as a sin offering in the heavenly temple (Heb 9:11-12).  

                                                 
8
 Compare Jesus’ use of the same root Greek word to describe the Ninevites who will “rise up” [LXX: 

avnasth,sontai] and condemn his unbelieving generation of Jews, and Jonah who was commanded to “arise” 

[avna,sthqi] and preach judgment against the city of Nineveh (Jonah 1:2).  Such an unusual way to describe the 

Ninevites (as rising up) certainly establishes an intentional literary and vocative parallel that would not have been 

lost on Jesus’ audience. 
9
 Bruce K. Waltke, An Old Testament Theology: An Exegetical, Canonical, and Thematic Approach (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 2007), 834. 
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Jonah suffered and then was “glorified” in his rescue from drowning to serve God anew.  Jesus 

suffered and then was glorified in his rescue from the penalty and corruption of death to sit at the 

right hand of God the Father and reign over the nations.  By application, followers of Jesus must 

suffer at the hands of their enemies in this life for the sake of the gospel and the kingdom of God, 

and then will be glorified at the last day in bodily resurrection to serve God anew and reign with 

him.  That is the way of the Savior, the way of the cross, the way of the Church.  Jonah 

imperfectly embodied the principle of suffering then glory, Jesus perfectly fulfilled the way of 

suffering then glory, and his Body the Church must follow the way of suffering then glory. 

1.4 Biblical Theological Outlook on Jonah 

It should be obvious that a biblical theological reading of Jonah 1:17-2:10 sheds new light 

on the passage.  Most of the passage is in the form of a thanksgiving psalm, which contrasts with 

its surrounding literary context of historical narrative with a strong didactic bent.  So reading the 

poem as (1) Jonah’s theological reflection on the low point of his life and ministry, (2) in the 

time of the pre-exilic prophets to the northern kingdom of Israel, a nation under the threat of 

impending exile for judgment on their gross idolatry and faithlessness to their covenant LORD, 

and (3) as a Israelite prophet called by God to be a covenant lawyer prosecuting Israel and also a 

herald of the promise to Abraham to save Israel and bless the nations, frees the Christian reader 

to avoid common mistakes when interpreting and applying the prophets in general and Jonah 

1:17-2:10 in particular. 

Understanding that the Bible has a plotline that unfolds like a mystery in historical time and 

space (from the beginning of the kingdom of God in Genesis 1 to the consummation of God’s 

plan for his kingdom in Revelation 22) makes symbol/reality, type/antitype, promise/fulfillment, 

                                                                                                                                                             
10

 T. Desmond. Alexander, “Jonah (Person),” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology: Exploring the Unity & 
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and inauguration/consummation possible.
11

  It allows the Christian to legitimately read the story 

of Jonah as a Christian—with Christian presuppositions, Christian categories, and Christian 

eschatology.
12

  Utilizing the Clowney Rectangle, we can avoid moralistic and allegorical 

interpretations of Jonah 1:17-2:10, by proceeding from the OT event of Jonah’s story, to the OT 

truth it symbolizes, to its fulfillment in Christ by way of tracing the path of redemptive history 

between the two, and then drawing significance from the Christological fulfillment for the 

Christian life in preaching, teaching, worship, faith, life, and missions.
13

  Following Clowney’s 

example, we can avoid moralistic interpretations such as (1) God gave Jonah a second chance 

and he will give you a “second chance” (read: as many chances as you need) because he is the 

“God of Second Chances,” (2) God saved Jonah from drowning when Jonah was sorry, and God 

will save you from danger when you are sorry, (3) Jonah’s salvation entailed God giving him 

solitude in the belly of the great fish, and God wants you to have a “quiet time” so he can get 

your attention and teach you what you need to hear, (4) Jonah “sacrificed” himself for the good 

of the ship to appease Gods’ anger, and God wants us to “take one for the team” and not “cover 

up our mistakes” when our sin is causing hurt to others, (5) When all was stripped from Jonah at 

the bottom of the sea, all he wanted to do was to see the temple of God, and God wants us to 

learn from Jonah that the place to be is in church where we can “see” God.  The opportunities for 

moralistic applications of this text (and any text) are endless.
14

  Allegorical interpretations are 

                                                                                                                                                             
Diversity of Scripture (Downers Grove: Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 606. 
11

 Graeme Goldsworthy, Preaching the Whole Bible as Christian Scripture (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Co., 2000), 63-114.  Chapter titles in this section include (6) “What Kind of Unity Does the Bible 

Have?”, (7) “How Does the Gospel Function in the Bible?”, and (8) “What Is the Structure of Biblical Revelation?” 
12

 Ibid., 115-32.  This chapter (9) is entitled “Can I Preach a Christian Sermon without Mentioning Jesus?” 
13

 See Edmund P. Clowney, Preaching Christ in All of Scripture (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 2003), 32, for a diagram 

of the Clowney Rectangle, which shows the relation of symbolism to typology and how to properly (and 

improperly) interpret and apply OT texts. 
14

 When it comes to the method of moralistic interpretation and application, we should just be honest and admit we 

do not even need the Bible to come to moralistic conclusions.  We could just as easily derive good morals from 
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even more fun to create, but do they really derive from the text of Scripture?  Christians should 

avoid interpreting Jonah 1:17-2:10 in ways that amount to playing games with the text: (1) 

Jonah’s plunge into the sea is anyone’s suicide attempt, his sinking down is the depression that 

accompanies suicidal fantasies, the great fish swallowing Jonah is any means by which God 

chooses to rescue the person from suicide, and the fish vomiting up on the land is the victim’s 

new lease on life, (2) the mariners on the ship are your worldly friends who betray you, you are 

Jonah, the sea is the estrangement you feel from the world after the world rejects you, being 

swallowed by the fish is your salvation to a life of faith in God, the three days and nights in the 

fish are the days of your early Christian life, the fish vomiting you on the land God is sending 

you back into the world, and Nineveh is your mission field.  Allegorical interpretations of Jonah 

can yield practical, relevant, and missionary sermon fodder—but they are all rubbish!  Allegory 

avoids the original meaning of the text and cuts out Christ as its fulfillment, shortcutting to an 

application that may sound Christian, but always misrepresents the Scriptures.  A redemptive 

historical awareness, along with the biblical theological method, can safeguard Christians from 

such unfaithfulness to the text and to Christ.
15

 

1.5 Application of Christological Message of Suffering and Glory 

How does the text of Jonah 1:17-2:10 communicate a Christological message of suffering 

and glory to a contemporary lay audience?  And how does it redound to the Christian comfort 

they receive from the Gospel message of Christ’s suffering and glory?  Jonah’s experience of 

                                                                                                                                                             
nursery rhymes and Aesop’s fables!  The self-styled moralistic preacher would do well to look in the mirror and ask, 

“Do my sermons really need the Bible as their basis?”  And if not, “Am I really preaching Christian sermons from 

the Bible?”  And if not, “Why am I still a Christian preacher and not a secular motivational speaker?” 
15

 Another danger not frequently addressed is the tendency to sanitize Bible stories for the young or faint of heart.  

The problem is that glossing over the graphic details often has the unintended effect of removing the gospel and the  

comfort we receive from the gospel.  For a study on how the gospel is often removed from the story of Jonah in 

children’s renditions, see Ronald F. Marshall, “Eaten Alive: In Removing the Fear from the Story of Jonah, 
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disobedience, suffering alienation from God and the lost of life, repentance, and subsequent 

rescue is typological of Christ’s suffering and glory according to Matthew 12:40-41.  The “sign 

of Jonah” foreshadows the sign of Jesus (the crucifixion, death, and resurrection) that summons 

all to repent of the judgment that is to come on all persons.  Today’s audience can benefit directly 

from the message of Jesus and the sign of Jesus, heeding his call to repent and believe the gospel.  

Those in the audience, if they are members of a church, need to have the tables turned on them 

just as Jesus placed the Jews in Ninevite shoes.  Does the audience share the reluctance of Jonah 

to offer the message and blessings of the gospel to their enemies for fear that our merciful God 

will not judge?  This aspect of the Jonah’s story should be preached as a call to repent, to not test 

the Lord by presuming his favor and blessings, and to follow instead the example of Jesus who 

lovingly and sacrificially suffered death at the hands of his enemies, even forgiving them while 

hanging on the cross, so as to secure the payment for their sins.  Jesus was not glorified until he 

passed through the suffering of this life.  Christians today should be taught this is God’s pattern 

in Christ for suffering and glory, and should be taught to embrace and follow the pattern of our 

Savior.  The Heidelberg Catechism, Question 1, speaks to the Christian’s only comfort which is 

in the gospel, touching on themes of life and death, preservation from ill, salvation, and service 

unto God—themes abounding in physical and spiritual trial Jonah experienced: 

Question 1: What is your only comfort in life and death? 

Answer 1: That I am not my own, but belong with body and soul, both in life and in death, to my 
faithful Saviour Jesus Christ. He has fully paid for all my sins with His precious blood, and has 
set me free from all the power of the devil. He also preserves me in such a way that without the 
will of my heavenly Father not a hair can fall from my head; indeed, all things must work 
together for my salvation. Therefore, by His Holy Spirit He also assures me of eternal life and 
makes me heartily willing and ready from now on to live for Him. 

                                                                                                                                                             
Children’s Versions Remove the Gospel, Too,” Touchstone 21, no. 3 (April 2008): 22ff. Cited 8 April 2008. Online: 

http://www.touchstonemag.com/archives/print.php?id=21-03-022-f. 
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