
ARISE, GO TO LAKE WYLIE 
Week One: I Am Jonah 

Jonah 1 
 
The book of Jonah deals with some of the most difficult questions 
that we ask about God, the Bible, and about Christianity. 
Questions like: 
 

• How is it that God can show love and lavish mercy to evil 
people? We naturally understand why he would love those 
who love him. Why does he love those who refuse to love 
him? 

• Why is it that those who claim to know the God of love 
and yet live with hatred in their hearts? Let me put this 
another way—why are Christians often the grumpiest 
people you’ve ever met? 

• Maybe you’ve asked yourself this question: If I say that 
Jesus is my king, why am I having such a hard time 
following him, and obeying even his most basic, obvious 
commands?  

1 Now the word of the LORD came to Jonah the son of Amittai, 
saying, 2	“Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and call out 
against it, for their evil has come up before me.” 
 
8th Century BC, Assyria is on the rise. Nineveh is the capitol. 
They aren’t friends of Israel. Known for their barbarity. The 
Persian empires would eventually take the Assyrian form of 
impalement and from it develop crucifixion. 
 
 3	But Jonah rose to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the 
LORD. He went down to Joppa and found a ship going to 
Tarshish. So he paid the fare and went down into it, to go with 
them to Tarshish, away from the presence of the LORD.  
 
Because we haven’t been quizzed on European and Middle 
Eastern geography in a while you might miss this: Jonah is told to 
go to Nineveh— which is 500 miles further into the Middle East 

than Jerusalem. Instead he gets on a boat going to Tarshish—
which is 2500 miles in the opposite direction. If you’re looking at 
a map of Spain, Tarshish is at the Southern tip near the strait of 
Gibralter.  
 
Jonah literally sails as afar as is humanly possible in the 
opposite direction without crossing the Atlantic and beating 
Christopher Columbus to the New World 2,000 years early. 
 
4	But the LORD hurled a great wind upon the sea, and there was a 
mighty tempest on the sea, so that the ship threatened to break up. 
5	Then the mariners were afraid, and each cried out to his god.  
 
A couple of things here: First, notice that God, not Jonah, is in 
control. Jonah is trying to harness the wind against God and God 
is saying, “Jonah, I made the wind. It doesn’t listen to your 
voice.” 
 
Second, you see where it said the mariners were afraid? I don’t 
sail much, but I’m going to guess that when the sailors are falling 
down crying and begging God to save them—you’re in trouble. 
 
And they hurled the cargo that was in the ship into the sea to 
lighten it for them. But Jonah had gone down into the inner part 
of the ship and had lain down and was fast asleep. 6	So the 
captain came and said to him, “What do you mean, you sleeper? 
Arise, call out to your god! Perhaps the god will give a thought to 
us, that we may not perish.”  
 
Basically, “Why aren’t you doing your part?” 
 
7	And they said to one another, “Come, let us cast lots, that we 
may know on whose account this evil has come upon us.” So they 
cast lots, and the lot fell on Jonah.  
 
Now—If I were wondering who I was supposed marry, and I had 
4 ladies I was interested in 1. I don’t think the best way to make 
that determination is by drawing straws, and 2. Years later when 



you’re sitting together at your anniversary dinner and she looks at 
you and says, “Why did you marry me?” You really don’t want to 
say, “You were the short straw.” 
 
Nonetheless, you’re just seeing another example of God’s 
complete control over this situation. God controls even the 
sailor’s silly superstition. 
 
8	Then they said to him, “Tell us on whose account this evil has 
come upon us. What is your occupation? And where do you come 
from? What is your country? And of what people are you?” 9	And 
he said to them, “I am a Hebrew, and I fear the LORD, the God of 
heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.” 10	Then the men 
were exceedingly afraid and said to him, “What is this that you 
have done!” For the men knew that he was fleeing from the 
presence of the LORD, because he had told them.  
 
11	Then they said to him, “What shall we do to you, that the sea 
may quiet down for us?” For the sea grew more and more 
tempestuous. 12	He said to them, “Pick me up and hurl me into the 
sea; then the sea will quiet down for you, for I know it is because 
of me that this great tempest has come upon you.” 13	Nevertheless, 
the men rowed hard to get back to dry land, but they could not, 
for the sea grew more and more tempestuous against them. 
14	Therefore they called out to the LORD, “O LORD, let us not 
perish for this man’s life, and lay not on us innocent blood, for 
you, O LORD, have done as it pleased you.” 15	So they picked up 
Jonah and hurled him into the sea, and the sea ceased from its 
raging. 16	Then the men feared the LORD exceedingly, and they 
offered a sacrifice to the LORD and made vows.  
 
It’s interesting to me that God used Jonah’s disobedience to bring 
these idolatrous sailors to himself and show them mercy. It’s 
interesting that at the beginning of this storm they’re exceedingly 
afraid of the storm, but by then end they exceedingly fear the God 
of the storm, and make sacrifices to him. Remember this, the 
potential to do good is never a reason to do wrong. But let me tell 
you—God is using even our stubbornness to bring people to 

him! God can take the mistakes of your life and turn them 
towards his purposes. What you mean for evil, God can mean for 
God. God is a master at taking crucifixions and turning them into 
resurrections. Don’t let your failures become fatal. Turn to God 
and hand him your brokenness and watch him mend it. 
 
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. 
 
Now, there are loads of things we could say about this text. I want 
to focus on two. 
	

1. GOD WILL HAVE MERCY ON ANYONE. 
2	“Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it, for 
their evil has come up before me.” 
 
God goes out of his way to send someone to preach God’s truth 
and mercy to Nineveh. But why? If God wanted to judge them, 
there was no need to send a prophet. The only reason that God 
would send someone to preach is if God had repentance and 
mercy in his heart. And that lead us to ask the question: 
 
Why does God desire to show mercy on Nineveh? They 
weren’t his chosen people. Israel was. That’s part of why Jonah 
ran. Nineveh we’re the terrorists of the day. They were driving 
across the land, burning, capturing, destroying. Why would God 
want to save them? 
 
The Old Testament is filled with God saying how much he wants 
to have mercy on all people—even those who hate him: 
 
When God revealed himself to Moses in Exodus 34 he said: “The 
LORD passed before him and proclaimed, “The LORD, the LORD, a 
God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in 
steadfast love and faithfulness, 7	keeping steadfast love for 
thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin,” 
 
Say to them, As I live, declares the Lord GOD, I have no pleasure 



in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way 
and live; turn back, turn back from your evil ways, for why will 
you die, O house of Israel? (Ezekiel 33:11) 
 
Friend, the entire Old Testament is about God rescuing wicked 
people. No one in the Old Testament was so good that God had to 
bless them.  
 

• Noah was a drunk. 
• Abraham lied and gave his wife to other men to save his 

own skin. 
• Moses was a murderer. 
• Rahab was a prostitute. 
• David committed adultery. 

If you’re here today saying, “There’s no way God could love me” 
then you’re in good company. The entire Old Testament is a story 
of God loving the least, not the greatest. These people of God 
aren’t held up because of their holiness, but because they lived 
with repentance and contrition on their lips—knowing that 
what they needed more than anything was mercy. 
 
It’s the same for Nineveh, and it’s the same for you. You may be 
here today thinking, “There’s no way God can have mercy on me. 
If you only knew what I’ve done.” 
 
Friend, there are people in the room today who could stand up and 
tell you of deeper pits than you have been in from which they 
heard the loving voice of their Father, crying out, “The Lord, the 
Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding 
in steadfast love!” 
 
Centuries ago the Son of God, Jesus Christ took on flesh, lived in 
obedience to God and gave himself up as an offering to God for 
the sin of the world. Knowing all there was to know about you, 
Jesus Christ laid himself down.  
 
That means a few things for you: 
 

• Anytime you begin to think, “God can’t love me. Look at 
how sinful I am.” You should look at the cross and say, 
“God has loved me—look at how righteous Jesus is.” 
Listen to me—we only see in part, and we only believe in 
part right now. But one day, we’re going to stand before 
the face of Jesus, seeing him as he truly is, and on that 
day we’re going to think to ourselves, “Sin had no 
chance! I can’t believe how worried I was that my sin 
would destroy me. Sin had no chance!” 
 

• Robert  Murray M’Cheyne, the old Scottish preacher, 
used to say, “For every look at yourself, take ten looks 
at Christ.” 
 

• Tim Keller says this means that you are both known and 
loved. Now, think about this: to be loved, but not known 
is comforting, but superficial. To be known, and rejected 
is our worst nightmare. But to be known, and loved? We 
can’t hardly imagine what that would be like. Friend, 
when you look at the cross of Jesus you hear God say two 
things simultaneously: fully known, fully accepted.  

 
• Corrie Ten Boom—Holocaust survivor said, “God has 

taken our sin, sunk it to the bottom of the ocean and put 
up a sign that says, “No fishing!” 

Where are you today? Do you know that God will show you 
mercy? Do you know that you need it? Have you responded to it? 
Have you answered his call? 
 
If you have responded to his call, are you daily feasting on his 
mercy? As followers of Jesus, we never rise above the level of 
need. We daily come to Jesus with the empty hands of faith 
and say, fill me. Is that your cry when you open his word? Are 
you reading his Word and praying in your heart, “Fill me?” 
 
The story of Jonah 1 tells us that God will have mercy on anyone. 
Just respond. 



 
2. THOSE WHO FEAR GOD CAN LIVE AS IF THEY 

DON’T. 
8	Then they said to him, “Tell us on whose account this evil has 
come upon us. What is your occupation? And where do you come 
from? What is your country? And of what people are you?” 9	And 
he said to them, “I am a Hebrew, and I fear the LORD, the God of 
heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.” 
 
Here’s Jonah telling a bald face lie. He says, “God, sure, I fear 
him.” Yet he’s running as far away from God’s plan as possible. 
 
Non-Christians: First, you should see the irony of Jonah’s 
admission. One of the ways you can know that the Bible is true is 
because it’s honest. If you were inventing a religion, and wanted 
to convince people to believe in it and follow it—you’d never 
write a character like Jonah. Here’s the “god fearer” who’s 
messes up at every turn. The one who claims to know God 
constantly refuses to obey. 
 
Be patient with us. Christians are people who need the mercy of 
God every single moment. There’s nothing special about us. We 
don’t have some corner on the God market. All that has happened 
in our life is that we heard a call from Jesus, “trust me.” And 
we’re trying to do that. This is just a sign that we need just as 
much grace as anyone. 
 
If you’re here today and you’re questioning this whole Jesus thing 
because you’ve been hurt by Christians—let me tell you—our 
hope is not that you would look at us—and say—I want to be like 
them. Our hope is that you will look through us, and say, “I want 
to be like Jesus!” 
 
Christians: This is a question you have to ask yourself: does my 
heart beat the same as God’s for the people in this world who are 
far from him, and different than me? Does my heart beat for the 
people in this community who don’t know the same love and 
mercy that I know? The heart of Jesus breaks for Charlotte. He 

gave up his for our neighbors. He didn’t just give up his life for 
those who look like us, act like us, and go to church like us. 
 
Part of what God is doing in this story is teaching you that he isn’t 
a tribal deity. In the ancient world different cultures had different 
pet Gods. This god protected this people, that god protected those 
people. 
 
And the understanding of the day was that Dagon cared about the 
Philistines, Ashur cared about the Assyrians, and Yahweh cared 
about Israel.  
 
And God is doing everything he can in this story to disabuse you 
of that vision of himself. God is telling Jonah—I’m not just God 
of the Israelites—I’m God over Nineveh too. I’m Lord over all 
peoples. All nations, tribes and tongues. I created them all, and I 
will have mercy on any who cry out to me. 
 
When God told Jonah—go to Nineveh—he was saying, 
essentially, give up your life to bring the news of God’s mercy to 
your enemies. Drop your racial preferences, drop your cultural 
barriers. Even go to your biggest enemies and proclaim the 
gospel. 
 
Are you doing this? Do your neighbors know that you love Jesus? 
Would they be surprised to find out you’re a Christian? I’m not 
saying you need to bug them about this constantly—but do they 
know? Have you modeled Christ to them? Have you shared Christ 
with them? Have you invited them to come and hear the life 
giving mercy of God that we proclaim here each week? 
 
Jonah completely ran from God’s call on his life. That’s not 
figurative language—he literally got on a boat and ran from God.  
 
Look what happened when he ran:  

• God sends a storm.  
• The boat is going to be torn apart. 



• Jonah isn’t just going to die, so are the sailors—people 
who aren’t even attached to this. 

One of the big questions you should ask when you come to this 
text is this: 
 
Why does God try to kill Jonah for his disobedience? Disobeying 
the command to preach doesn’t seem so bad. It’s not like Jonah is 
stealing candy from babies, and throwing puppies off buildings. 
 
He just refused to share the gospel with those God called him to 
share with. Does that disobedience really deserve death? 
 
Now, if you read the  Old Testament you’ll see stories like this 
over and over. In Numbers 15 God told the people—the Sabbath 
is to be a day of rest. Don’t work on that day, and one man 
decided he needed to gather some sticks on the Sabbath because 
he didn’t have enough. The people bring the case to God and 
God says, “Stone him!” “Stone him!” 
 
That seems immeasurably harsh! But don’t forget, that the entire 
human race was plunged into sin and death because two people 
decided to eat of a forbidden tree. They didn’t murder, they didn’t 
steal. They just ate a piece of fruit. That seems innocuous- yet 
God drove them from the garden and put a death sentence on their 
life. 
 
Do you understand how wicked it is to know what God wants and 
to do the opposite?  J.D. Greear says, “Sin does not get its 
wickedness from the depravity of the act. Sin derives its 
depravity from the one whose authority you throw off when 
you commit it.” 
 
Listen to me—Why is God’s response to Jonah’s disobedience so 
severe? It’s because Jonah’s disobedience was leading him into 
something that was far more destructive than death. It was leading 
him to a life absent the presence of the Lord. Look at verse: 
 
3	But Jonah rose to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the 

LORD. He went down to Joppa and found a ship going to 
Tarshish. So he paid the fare and went down into it, to go with 
them to Tarshish, away from the presence of the LORD.  
 
You need to understand something—God’s punishment isn’t 
because he’s hateful—his stern hand is a stern hand of mercy. 
The worst thing that could happen in your life is that you live 
outside of God’s presence. 
 
The worse thing that could happen to our church is that we come 
in and we sing songs, and we hear sermons, and we fellowship, 
and we learn the Bible—yet we never experience the power and 
majesty and love and mercy and face and presence of our 
creator God. 
 
And nothing will rob us of that presence like disobedience to the 
missionary call God has placed on us. 
 
Let me ask you, do you want to experience God’s presence? I 
don’t mean in some weird, mystical, touchy feely way. I mean—
do you want to live with the abiding knowledge and experience of 
his closeness and intimacy. Do you want to move from just 
knowing that he loves you to feeling loved by him? Do you want 
to move from your uncertainty of his power and step into the 
fullness of his power? 
 
Then obey his simple commands. Step into the mission that he has 
given you. Move towards those who have no clue about his 
mercy. Invite them. Tell them.  
 
Nothing will ignite our sense of worship, and adoration, and our 
experience of God’s presence and closeness than when we join 
him on the mission that he is already on in our streets and city. 
 
He’s waiting—will you answer his call to arise and go to Lake 
Wylie? 


