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As I’ve traveled to Turkey and Armenia over the past few years, I’ve 
been blessed to hang out…  

- With a great number of amazing men & women who have given 
every part of their lives to Jesus. 

- I’ve gotten to know a pastor in Armenia, for example, who, 
during the Soviet days, chose prison rather than keeping quiet 
about Jesus. 

- They made his life miserable… and yet, now, in his mid-sixties, 
he continues to be one of the most joy-filled people I’ve met. 
 

And, of course, every time I’ve been to Turkey, I’ve spent time with 
men and women who are risking everything to follow Christ.  

- All of them have been arrested and harassed by the 
government over the years…  

- and several have been severely beaten during extended 
imprisonments. 

- This past year, I met two women, one Armenian and one 
German… both of whom lost their husbands as Martyrs. 

 
While in Armenia, two weeks ago, I spent time with an Iranian pastor 
who, during the 90s when persecution against believers was at its worst, 
was on the top government hit list. 

- His closest friend, one of my heroes, was Haik Hovsepian, an 
Armenian-Iranian who was murdered by the Iranian government 
for refusing to keep quiet about Jesus back in January of 1994. 

- In fact, I was with his son Gilbert two years ago who was a 
teenager when all this happened. 

- Not long after, he himself was arrested and severely beaten. 
 
He shared with me how deep that pain went… always reminded by the 
scars and frequent nightmares. 

- Over time, he realized how profoundly God was with him 
through all of that…  

- and how that rediscovered hope opened doors to impact 
Iranians in ways he could never imagine. 
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These men & women I’ve been hanging out with… they’ve all suffered 
for their faith.  

- But, through it all, as much as it may have been stretched… 
they never lost hope…  

- They never lost that “confident expectation” that, “Their 
Redeemer lives and that, in the end, He will stand.”   

- That Jesus always has the final word! 
 
We know that the Apostle Paul was persecuted in the very same part of 
the world as our Turkish brothers. 

- In fact, I read last week from 2 Corinthians 1:8-9a, where Paul 
writes this. He says,  

- “I think you ought to know, dear brothers about the trouble we 
went through in the province of Asia. We were crushed and 
completely overwhelmed, and we thought we would never live 
through it. In fact, we expected to die.”  

 
Paul wasn’t just having a bad day here… he was in despair… 
completely overwhelmed… convinced that he was going to die! 

- And yet, in spite of all that was going on around him, he was 
reminded that his hope should never be anchored to his 
circumstances…  

- But rather, the power of hope to undo despair in our lives 
comes NOT from forced optimism… 

- BUT from Jesus Christ, who is the sole object of our hope.  
- “As a result,” he says in verse 10, “we learned to rely not on 

ourselves, but on God who can raise the dead” 
 
Having experienced so much of this persecution himself, Paul writes to a 
group of believers in Thessalonica facing their own hardships. 

- So, he tells them, in 1 Thessalonians 4:13 that, as much as you 
may grieve through the challenges of life… 

- And all the pain and loss those challenges can bring… as Jesus-
followers, we don’t have to grieve as those who have no 
hope. 
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- I want you to know about this, he says, because I don’t want 
you to live under the weight of anxiety, distrust, fear, despair, 
and disillusionment as do those people that have no hope. 

 
No matter how bleak & discouraging everything around you might get, 
the one who allows the reality of the Father’s love…the reality of the 
presence of the Kingdom of God… 

- To those who allow these truths from God’s Word  to take up 
residence in their hearts,  

- To them, what will spring up from the parched ground all 
around them is hope.   

- Not just wishful thinking… but HOPE… that “steadfast anchor 
for the soul.” 

 
And how important is this? How important is it to be anchored in hope? 
Well, as I said last week,  

- It’s as important for the soul & spirit  as food &  water is for 
the body.  

- You see, hope connects us to the future the way memories 
connect with the past.   
 

You see, we were created to be a people of hope. Without it, the 
meaning & purpose of life begin to slowly turn out of focus… 

- As if some kind of spiritual fire goes out inside a person’s 
heart, and from that day on they’re just marking time.  

- It’s why the writer of Proverbs 29:18 says, “Where there is no 
vision (hope), the people perish.” 

 
In Romans 15:13, Paul is addressing the growing numbers of believers 
in Rome who were struggling, themselves, to hold on to hope because 
of the increasing weight of persecution.   

- But Paul does more than just encourage them; he prays for 
them!   

- In verse 13 he prays, "May the God of hope fill you with all joy 
and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with 
hope by the power of the Holy Spirit."   
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- You see, Paul’s prayer for them is that, in spite of the storms 
that can so quickly intrude into their lives, that hope would 
continue to overflow in their lives.   

 
Well, this morning, we’re going to talk about the reality of hope… but 
we’re going to do so through the lens of a renegade prophet named 
Jonah. 

- Now, if you were here a few years ago, I did a series on 
Jonah…  

- but, again, the focus this morning is that discovery of hope in 
the midst of life’s great storms. 

 
In the book of Jonah, chapter 1, verse 1, we’re told that the Lord speaks 
to a man named Jonah telling him to pack his bags and head off to the 
“great city of Nineveh.”  

- It says that "The Word of the Lord came to Jonah, son of 
Amittai: 'Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it 
because its wickedness has come up before Me.”   

 
Now, you figure, “Jonah was a prophet… he was used to God telling 
him to do stuff like this, right?”  Well, apparently not! 

- You see, as much as Jonah was a prophet, at least in his mind, 
he was a prophet to Israel!  

- I mean, going to other countries just wasn’t part of his job 
description… or so he thought.   

 
But not only that, God doesn’t simply instruct Jonah to go to the Gentile 
city of Nineveh and preach to it;  

- Instead, God tells him to “Go to Nineveh and preach against 
it!”   

- Remember, Nineveh was the capital of Assyria, and, in the 
seventh and eighth centuries BC, it was THE superpower in the 
world.  

- Interestingly, the heart of Assyria is in modern day Iraq… 
and the ancient city of Nineveh we now know as Mosul. 
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Well, as the world’s most evil superpower in the 7th & 8th centuries, 
Assyria became known for chewing up and spitting out pretty much 
every nation around them…  

- Embracing genocide against their neighbors as a matter if state 
policy.   

- In fact, occasionally, when it was rumored that the Assyrians 
were going to be attacking,  

- it was said that whole towns of people would commit mass 
suicide in order to avoid the inevitable torture that would 
follow. 

 
Needless to say, Jonah wasn’t all that happy about going there! And so 
we’re told that this “prophet of God”  

- makes his way, instead, from his hometown just next to 
Nazareth, down to Joppa (modern Tel Aviv)… 

- a 1.5 hour trip by car; 2.5 by bus; or, in Jonah’s case, a 22.5 
hour walk by foot (if you were to walk fast & without stops!) 

 
And, it’s there, in Joppa, that he gets on a ship to Tarshish. And, if you 
see on the map here, Tarshish is in the very opposite direction from 
Nineveh.  

- But somewhere between the port of Joppa & Tarshish, God 
sends a storm, which is about to capsize the trading vessel 
he’s on. 

- Well, Jonah’s feeling pretty certain that it was his disobedience 
that prompted God to send this storm 

- So, with that in mind, Jonah tells the sailors that their only 
hope is to throw him overboard… which they do! 

- And, after they do, the storm comes to a sudden stop.   
 
And yet, while they’re thanking & worshiping Jonah’s God for 
saving them, Jonah is now sinking deeper & deeper down into the sea. 

- Clearly there is something wrong with this picture!  
- The pagan sailors worshipping God while the prophet of God 

is about to breathe his last breath.   
- Now, this might not seem all that intense to you. But, imagine 

that you’ve never heard this story before. 
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Jonah is sinking into the sea… and you wonder, is this it?  Think of 
the drama… What is God gonna do?!  Well, Suddenly… 

- We’re told in verse 17 of chapter one, that “ the Lord arranged 
for a great fish to swallow Jonah. And Jonah was inside the fish 
for three days and three nights.”  

- Now, this word “arranged” was a governing word that could be 
translated “appointed” or “commissioned.”  

 
It’s  what a king would do if he were going to appoint an ambassador to 
a particular nation, for example. It's something that you do for a person. 

- But here, it's used for a fish… "Hey Fish..." "Yes, Lord?"  
- "Go pickup Jonah. I'll tell you later where to drop him off. 

When you get him, though, remember… swallow, don't chew!"   
- Pretty unbelievable, isn’t it?  So unbelievable that you might 

even have a hard time believing it. 
 
In fact, maybe some of you are wondering if the idea of a fish 
swallowing a guy and having the guy live inside it for three days is 
just too hard to believe. 

- If that’s you, then let me just say that as you purpose to read and 
study God’s Word in a thoughtful way… 

- There will be times when a certain passage or story will stop 
you in your path… and make you wonder… did this really 
happen? 

 
Now, some have responded to passages like this by writing whole 
volumes trying to prove, for example, how a man could survive in the 
belly of a giant fish for three days.   

- In fact, I’ve read several author’s attempts to point out some 
real life stories of this happening.  

- But, honestly guys, I doubt any of these stories can be verified 
and I know that several have been clearly refuted.   

 
You see, the point of Jonah is not that there are fish where, in ordinary 
everyday life, a human being, could survive in for three days.  

- The point is… it would take an absolute miracle for 
something that absurd and incredible to happen, right?   

- And so, the real question is... are miracles possible?  
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And what we do know is that, at the heart of our faith is a God who is 
all-loving & all-powerful…  

- a God who makes donkey’s talk; who allows 100-year old 
women to conceive; 

- Who allows people to get healed just by touching a piece of 
cloth… a God who would send His own Son into the world to 
die for sinners… 

 
And, believe me, if He can raise Jesus from the dead, I think He could 
keep a guy in storage in a fish for a few days.  

- So, don’t let yourself get hung up on the plausibility of all this. 
It’s only plausible because of God…  

- That the same God who ended that storm with just a thought is 
the same God who commissioned a fish to transport Jonah 
from where he was… to where God wanted him to be. 

 
If you’re going to get hung up on anything while reading this story… get 
hung up on what the writer’s real message is in writing this book…  

- How a great God was up to something great even through a 
runaway like Jonah.  

- In fact, this word, “great,” is used throughout over and over 
again through the four chapters of Jonah…  

- starting with verse 1 where God tells Jonah to go to the 
GREAT city of Nineveh.  
 

Then Jonah runs the other way! So, we’re told that God sent a great 
wind, which produced a great storm… 

- Which, in turns causes these pagan sailors to fear a great fear.  
- Then God arranges a fish for Jonah. Does anybody want to 

guess what adjective the Bible uses to describe the fish?  
- It is a great fish!  
- In other words, through all that is going on here in the story, the 

author is wanting us to know that God is up to something great! 
 
But, if the main word for God and all God is doing in this book is 
“great,”  the main word for Jonah, the one that keeps popping up, is the 
word “down.”   
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- Even though God tells Jonah to go to Nineveh, we’re told that 
Jonah goes, instead, down to Joppa to board a ship headed down 
to Tarshish.  

- Then, in the ship, we’re told that he goes down to the bottom of 
the ship where he falls asleep.  

- A little later, he’s thrown down into the water in the midst of 
that great storm… and then down into a great fish!  

 
Now keep in mind that in ancient Israel, the sea was a place of great 
fear, great terror… a place of death.  

- And also keep in mind that when they read about this great fish, 
they weren’t thinking of an overgrown tuna… but a giant sea 
monster! 

- It couldn’t get worse… in the gut of a sea monster in the 
middle of the sea in the midst of a great storm… Jonah is 
going down! 

 
So, it’s no surprise to them or anyone else what Jonah does next once 
inside that great fish.   

- He says, in verse 2 of chapter 2, that, “In my distress, I called 
to the Lord!”  

- That word for “distress,” by the way, is the Hebrew word used 
to describe the pains & travails of childbirth. 

 
Up until now, Jonah has been relying on his own human actions & 
choices...  

- using his own wisdom; making his own plans; using his own 
resources; going in his own direction…  

- And, at the end of the day… it leads him into the biggest mess 
of his life.  

- The storm hits… the fish swallows him up… and with that, the 
illusion of being in control is over for him!!  

- God finally has his attention! 
 
He says here in verse 2, “From the depth of the grave I called for help 
and You answered me.” You listened to my cry… You heard me!” 

- In his distress… feeling completely unworthy… like a 
complete hypocrite…  



 9

- from the point at which he was furthest from God, this 
spiritual runaway,  who’s hit rock bottom… called on God.  

- And what did God do?  He heard… and He listened… and He 
answered.  

 
Maybe that speaks to you with where you’re at right now. Maybe you 
feel like you’re sinking into the depths. 

- Maybe you’ve blown it… and, in your shame or perhaps even 
in your stubbornness… you’ve been hiding from Him.  

- You don’t have to wait till you’ve got it all together before you 
call out to Him… before He’ll choose to hear you and answer 
you. 

 
Guys, understand… that Jonah retold this story in order to remind 
people like you and me… that when you’ve got no where else to turn…  

- When life seems to have gotten to that place of painful 
desperation…  

- That when you need Him the most and deserve it the least… 
that God was there for Him… and that He’ll be there for you.  

- “I was as good as dead.  And yet, as helpless as I was, I 
realized I was not hopeless… because even though I didn’t 
deserve His mercy & grace, out of His unending love, He heard 
me… and He gave me new life.” 

 
Truth is, though… at any point in this story, God could have just 
snapped His finger… and Jonah could have been completely delivered.  

- With a thought, God could have calmed the storm.   
- When the sailors were about to throw him overboard, God could 

have stopped them.  
 

After being tossed overboard, God could have sent a beautiful 
dolphin… on whose fin Jonah could maintain a tight grip on the way to 
shore. 

- In fact, God could have sent a really good-looking mermaid to 
bring him ashore.   

- But, God didn’t do any of those things… and yet, God was still 
present… He was still actively at work in Jonah’s life. 
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Even when things look really bleak… even when you feel that wick of 
hope burning out in your life,  

- You can KNOW that God has not abandoned you. You can 
KNOW that He hasn’t left your side… 

- You can still know, as Colossians 1:17 says, that Christ in you 
is still your hope! 

 
Just think about how God worked in Jonah’s life through these first two 
chapters: 

 
• Phase one: God sends a storm.  
• Phase two: God sends the captain.  “You need to pray.”   
• Phase three: the sailors have mercy and don’t throw him over.  
• Phase four: when they do throw him overboard,  
• Phase five: God sends a fish.   
• Phase five: the fish gets a tummy ache and throws him up onshore.   

 
Truth is, a lot of times, when we do call out to God in our troubles, 
“God, please do this,” “God, I need this…”  

- We eventually discover that God might not choose to answer 
my prayers just the way we hoped He would. 

- And yet, because of that, it’s easy to miss all the things that God 
is doing in your life. 

 
Like Jonah, He’s going to answer you.  But also, like Jonah… God 
may have you on a “six-phase plan.” 

- Because, as much as we’d rather it not be this way, God’s 
priority isn’t to make our lives easier… but better; 

- You see, God always desires to change more than our 
circumstances… but our character as well…  

- and, honestly, this rarely happens in one or two steps. 
 
Right now, you may be on phase-four going, “God, when is this gonna 
end?”  Jonah no doubt cried out for help as he was being thrown into 
the sea… but he still ended up in the sea (phase 4).  

- Sitting there in the fish’s belly, he must have wondered, “God, 
why didn’t you answer my prayer?” (phase 5)   
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- Being in the middle of it all, it was hard for him to see the 
fish as part of God’s provision.  

- At the time, the great fish seemed like just another painful 
reality in what has turned out to be a really bad season in 
Jonah’s life!  

 
You see, in the midst of those storms that can so deeply rattle our 
lives, you need to consider how God just might be working…  

- even while still in the sea… even after being swallowed by a 
great fish.   

- In verse 6 Jonah says, “I sank down to the very roots of the 
mountains.”  

- Again, the game was over for Jonah… He was going down. 
Do not pass go.  Do not collect $200.   

 
But how did it end?  He says, “ But You, O Lord, brought my life up 
from the pit.”  What word catches your attention here? 

- Up to this point, Jonah was going down… It started when he 
went “down” to Joppa to catch that ship to Tarshish…  

- And was seemed to be ending now as he was sinking down to 
the bottom of the sea. 

 
But then the drama turns as this great God brings him up from the pit. 
And when does that happen? On the third day.  

- Now, as we’ve talked about before, the third day is a big day in 
the Bible.  

- In the Bible, often when there was a dramatic rescue on the 
part of God, it would often come on the third day.  

- And, how does that happen here? Well, in Jonah 2:10, we read; 
"And the Lord commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah 
onto dry land."  

- The great fish tossed his cookies… and Jonah ends up on the 
shore…  

 
Not a tragic figure, covered with suffering. Not a heroic figure, 
covered with glory.  

- But a ridiculous figure, covered with shrimp cocktail and tuna 
tartar.  
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- I mean, think about this… Jonah keeps going down, but then 
these funny things keep happening.  

 
Jonah thinks he is going to drown, and yet God sends a fish… who 
vomits him back onto dry land. 

- You see, even when it seems as though you’re going down, 
God is still up to something great.   

- It may not be so obvious from where you’re at right now.  
- You may still be in the “Phase 4: Get thrown overboard” phase 

of what God’s doing!  
 
But, I promise… God is hearing your prayers… He is at work in your 
life and in your circumstances. 

- And, beyond that, what Jonah is also reminding us of here is 
that God at work even in the lives of stiff-necked, stubborn, 
rebellious runaways.  

- That even when life seems to be pointing down, God is at work 
to lift you up… even when it seems as though you’re hitting 
rock bottom. 

 
You see, Jonah realized that not even death & the grave are too big for 
our God. 

- In fact, the whole book of Jonah points us to the One who has 
ultimately defeated sin and death. 

- Jonah, we’re told, is from a town called Gath-hepher, which, 
as I said, is a few miles away from Nazareth.  

- Does anybody remember another prophet who came from 
Nazareth?  

 
Jonah was asleep on a boat in a storm when everybody else on the boat 
panicked and woke him up. And, by his actions, the storm is stilled.  

- Does that remind you of anybody else in the Bible?  
- Jonah's name means, "the dove," which is a name that means, 

"was given to a beloved one."  
- Does anybody else remember someone who went down into 

the water, came up out of the water, and a dove descended, 
and a voice says, "This is my beloved Son…"  
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In Matthew 12:40, Jesus shared these words with us: “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.”  
 
You see, the message of Jonah offers a little foretaste of the victory of 
Jesus… the Messiah who comes to meet us at the lowest place… 

- and says death loses, sin loses, loss loses, sorrow loses, sadness 
loses… and… joy & salvation win! 

- In Romans 15:4, Paul wrote, “For everything that was written 
in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance 
and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.”  

 
As the early church began facing more intense persecution at the hand of 
Rome, they would often gather in what’s known as the Catacombs.  

- Does anybody know what the Catacombs were? They were 
tombs, underground burial places.  

- Well, the early church would often meet there to worship. It’s 
actually where the expression, "the underground church” came 
from. 

- And in those catacombs have been discovered some of the 
very first works of art  inspired by Jesus… drawn, etched, 
carved on its walls. 

 
But what’s interesting is that the figure found carved and etched most 
often there in those catacombs… wasn’t Moses, the great lawgiver; 

- It wasn't David, the great king. It wasn't Abraham, father of 
Israel. Can you guess who was depicted most often on those 
Catacomb walls? 

- It was Jonah! And, why? Because those early believers facing 
persecution… they got it! 

 
While everything else is seemingly going down… deliverance is 
coming. Resurrection is coming. The third day is coming! 

- One day, like them, we will all face death… one day we will 
all be lowered down into the grave. 

- And perhaps, for some of you, that idea scares you. 
- But let me tell you… while they’re lowing your body into the 

ground, Jesus will have already lifted you up!  
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If you know Jesus in your life than He will have already embraced you 
in His arms! 

- He will have already have seated you on the Father’s lap! 
- And in that moment, believe me, you’ll understand as well… 

that God is and has always been in control…  
- Whether you were sinking into the depths or being swallowed 

by a fish. 
 
That even through the storms… even through our own failures… God 
can turn mourning into dancing… tragedy into joy… fear into peace. 

- Satan thought that Jesus’ death… that His going DOWN into 
that tomb… was His end.  

- That’s what those early readers no doubt believed was the 
inevitable fate of Jonah. 

- But even in that darkest moment of history, God was doing 
something great. God brought Him UP! 

 
It’s why Peter wrote so excitedly in 1 Peter 1:3, “Praise be to the God 
and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us 
new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ 
from the dead.” 
 
This hope, the author of Hebrews says, is “a strong and trustworthy 
anchor for our souls.” 
 
You see, that’s the Good News of Jonah. Jesus says, “No matter where 
you’re at and how you got there, you can still call out to Me.  And, when 
you do, I will hear you… and I will answer you. You see, I’m the God of 
the third day.  You can trust Me… and even when things seem their 
worse… if you really look, you’ll see Me at work.” 
 
 
 
 
 


