
ECF 24th January 2021 Jonah 1:10-16  God Works In Surprising Ways 
It was one of the most memorable photographs from last year!  Patrick Hutchison was attending a Black Lives Matter 
protest in London providing security for his anti-racism colleagues.  But he and his friends noticed a member of the rival far-
right protest who was in trouble.   
 
This man had been separated from his group and was being attacked in violent clashes that had broken out.  He was getting 
beaten up and Patrick believed that his life was under real threat.   
 
And so, despite the fact that this man was protesting against what Patrick believed in, he and his friends formed a 
protective ring around him.  And then Patrick lifted him up onto his shoulder and carried him to the safety of the police 
lines.  This act of saving a rival protestor stood out as an act of heroism and compassion in a summer of racial tension and 
anger.   
 
It is wonderful when people surprise us, when they do something unexpected, out of the ordinary, when they react in a way 
that is so much better than we expected. 
 
This also happened on the ship that Jonah was on.  He was there because he had tried to run away from the Lord.  But God 
sent a storm to stop Jonah in his tracks and draw him back to himself. 
 
But when the Gentile sailors on board discovered that this was the reason for the storm, they responded in a really 
unexpected way.  In fact, they reacted far better than Jonah did. 
 
But it is not just the sailors who surprise us here.  Ultimately it is God who works in the most surprising way, using the 
rebellion and disobedience of his prophet to reveal himself to these pagan sailors and bring them to himself.   
 
Jonah 1:10-16: “This terrified them and they asked, “What have you done?” (They knew he was running away from the 
Lord, because he had already told them so.) 
11 The sea was getting rougher and rougher. So they asked him, “What should we do to you to make the sea calm down for 
us?” 
12 “Pick me up and throw me into the sea,” he replied, “and it will become calm. I know that it is my fault that this great 
storm has come upon you.” 
13 Instead, the men did their best to row back to land. But they could not, for the sea grew even wilder than before. 14 Then 
they cried to the Lord, “O Lord, please do not let us die for taking this man’s life. Do not hold us accountable for killing an 
innocent man, for you, O Lord, have done as you pleased.” 15 Then they took Jonah and threw him overboard, and the 
raging sea grew calm. 16 At this the men greatly feared the Lord, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows to 
him.” 
 
1. Respect For The Lord 
Last week we saw how the sailors cast lots to discover who was responsible for the storm that they were in.  And how God 
worked so that the lot fell on Jonah.   
 
And so when everybody asked him who he was and where he was from, Jonah, the reluctant prophet, was forced to share 
his faith: “I am a Hebrew and I worship the LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the land.” Jonah 1:9  
 
Unexpectantly, Jonah declared his allegiance to Yahweh, the God of heaven, because he was doing exactly the opposite in 
running away to Tarshish.   
 
a) The Fear of the Lord  
But the sailors responded so differently.  “This terrified them.” Jonah 1:10  This was not just the fear of the storm.  This was 
fear of the Lord who they believed to be in control of the storm!   
 
Jonah had claimed to fear the Lord.  This is literally what he said in v9 when he claimed to worship the Lord.  He said, “I am a 
Hebrew and I fear the Lord.”  He claimed to have a deep reverence and respect for God.   
 
But everything that we’ve read about him so far shows that this was not the case.  He felt justified in rebelling against the 
Lord, in disobeying his commands and he thought that he could run from his presence and influence.   
 
But these men didn’t do that.  They were not believers in the Lord.  They had grown up in a culture of many gods and they 
had been just calling out to their personal favourites for rescue.   



 
But when they heard that Jonah worshipped the God of heaven, the Creator of the sea and land, they were afraid.  It seems 
that they understood the gravity of rebelling against the Lord and almost in disbelief they asked Jonah, “What have you 
done?” 
Jonah 1:10 
 
There was more that these sailors needed to understand, but their eyes were being opened to the reality of who God really 
is and they expressed a deep respect for him!   
 
 2. Concern for Others   
And so they asked Jonah, “What should we do to you to make the sea clam down for us?” Jonah 1:11.  They realised that 
Jonah had rebelled against the Lord and that this needed to be dealt with so that they could escape the storm.  And who 
better to ask about this, than the one who claimed to worship the Lord. 
 
a) Jonah’s Selfishness  
And so Jonah came up with a plan.  “Pick me up and throw me into the sea… and it will become calm. I know that it is my 
fault that this great storm has come upon you.” Jonah 1:12 
 
Initially, what Jonah said here sounds good.  It shows that Jonah recognised his sin.  He took responsibility for his 
disobedience and the consequences of it.   
 
And he recognised the proper payment for sin as the Bible says that “The wages of sin is death.” Romans 6:23  And so it was 
true, Jonah did deserve to die.   
 
And so it might appear that Jonah was selflessly sacrificing himself to save the crew.   
 
i) Refusing To Repent  
But that’s not all that was happening here because although he did acknowledge his sin, he didn’t repent.  He didn’t turn to 
God and ask for forgiveness.  He didn’t call out to God for his grace. 
 
That wasn’t because he didn’t know it was possible.  As we saw before, he later complained to God that “I knew that you 
are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity.” 
Jonah 4:2  Jonah knew all about God’s grace.  He just never asked for it.   
 
God does not ask us to make some great sacrifice to pay for our sins.  He does not call us to beat ourselves up when we fall 
or punish ourselves for our failures.  Instead he calls to us to humble ourselves and come to him for his grace.    
 
He wants us to do what King David did when he sinned against God in adultery and murder.  He wrote in Psalm 51:1-2: 
“Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love;  according to your great compassion blot out my 
transgressions.  Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from sin.” 
 
ii) Running Away  
But Jonah didn’t come broken to God.  Instead, he decided that it would be better for him to die, than to repent.   
 
Maybe that was because he knew that grace should lead to obedience.  He knew that if he’d asked for forgiveness and God 
heard his prayer, he would need to obey God’s command and go to Nineveh.  And it seems like Jonah would rather die than 
let them hear about the Lord. 
 
And if that seems a bit of a stretch, you don’t need to take my word for it.  This is what Jonah said himself.  When Jonah 
eventually did go to Nineveh and they did repent, Jonah was so angry that he said to the Lord, “Now, O Lord, take away my 
life, for it is better for me to die than to live.” Jonah 4:3 
 
And so even at this stage, Jonah was still running away from the Lord.  He was still resisting God’s will for his life.  He was 
still fighting against the God of grace.   
 
And maybe worst of all, he was making the sailors responsible for his death.  He didn’t just jump into the water himself.  He 
got them to do the deadly dead, presumably because he knew that it was against God’s law to kill himself.  And the sailors 
realised the seriousness of what Jonah was asking them to do as we’ll see later in their prayer. 
 



b) The Sailors’ Compassion  
But in contrast with Jonah’s sinful self-centredness, the sailors displayed such amazing compassion.  They didn’t just chuck 
Jonah overboard and see what happened.  They could have, and nobody would ever have known!  Just another tragic 
accident at sea!   
 
“Instead, the men did their best to row back to land.” Jonah 1:13  They continued to risk their lives, doing everything they 
could to save Jonah.  They showed the kind of compassion for a stranger, for their enemy,  that Jonah knew nothing about!  
 
What a powerful rebuke to Jonah and to the nation of Israel.  God’s plan was always that Israel would be a blessing to the 
nations.  God’s promise to Abraham was “I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you… and all peoples on earth 
will be blessed through you.” Genesis 12:2-3 
 
But the nation had failed in this missionary role.  They were not a light to the nations pointing them to God.  Instead they 
turned away from the Lord and followed the wickedness of the nations around them.   
 
But here were Gentile sailors, risking their lives, doing whatever they could, to rescue a rebellious member of God’s people!   
 
c) God’s Salvation  
And this surprising concern of these sailors, points us to the more surprising concern of God.  We are the ones who are 
guilty before him, and yet God loves us so much, that he sent his own Son to save us!   
 
Jesus was completely innocent, sinless and holy, and yet he loved us so much that he laid down his life to take the 
punishment that we deserved.  “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the 
righteousness of God.” 2 Corinthians 5:21  
 
And because of that, Jesus did for us, what the sailors couldn’t do for Jonah.  They tried everything they could to get Jonah 
back to dry land.  “But they could not, for the sea grew even wilder than before.”  Jonah 1:13  They could not rescue Jonah 
from the full consequence of his sin!   
 
But Jesus can!  On the cross, Jesus declared “It is finished.” John 19:30 because he had paid in full the price for our sins.   
 
And so, it doesn’t matter who we are or what we have done, if we’ve put our faith in Jesus, then we will be saved, now and 
forever.  “He is able to save completely those who come to God through him.”  Hebrews 7:25 
 
3. Commitment to the Lord  
So the sailors tried in vain to save Jonah.  But eventually they realized that there was no option but to do what Jonah had 
suggested.  But as they got ready to throw Jonah into the sea, they again did something surprising.   
 
They did what Jonah hadn’t done yet.  They prayed.  This time, not to their own false gods.  But “They cried out to the 
Lord.” Jonah 1:14  The prayed to Yahweh, the God of heaven that Jonah had just told them about!     
 
a) A Sincere Prayer 
And look at what they prayed!  “O LORD, please do not let us die for taking this man’s life. Do not hold us accountable for 
killing an innocent man, for you, O LORD, have done as you pleased.” Jonah 1:14 
 
This prayer is amazing: 

• They recognised God’s power – that this storm was the work of his hand, even before the storm was calmed. 

• They recognised God’s holiness – that he has a high moral standard that includes the sanctity of human life. 

• They recognised God’s sovereignty over this whole situation - that they were accountable to him for their actions, but 
that he has the right to do whatever he pleases. 

• And they prayed for God’s mercy – that he would not let them die, but that he would save them! 
 
Can you imagine how their words must have impacted Jonah?  Here were pagans, people brought up without his privilege 
or knowing the Scriptures or God’s acts of mercy and grace.  And yet they were showing a deeper reverence for who the 
Lord is, than he had!   
 
And God answered their prayers.  After they had prayed, “They took Jonah and threw him overboard, and the raging sea 
grew calm.” Jonah 1:15  In his mercy and grace, God stilled the storm and saved their lives.   
 



b) A Sacrifice of Praise 
And in response, these sailors’ commitment to the Lord deepened further. “At this the men greatly feared the Lord.”  Jonah 
1:16  They were amazed at seeing God’s power over the sea expressed, and they responded with fear, with respect and 
reverence for him. 
But that wasn’t all.  In addition, “They offered a sacrifice to the Lord.”  Jonah 1:16  They didn’t need to do this.  This wasn’t 
in order to be saved.  The storm had already passed.   
 
Instead their hearts were so impacted by this experience that they wanted to express their gratitude and praise to the one 
who had saved them!   
 
c) A Solemn Promise  
And this was not just a brief or passing commitment.  These sailors also “made vows to him.” Jonah 1:16. 
 
They understood that the Lord was worthy of obedience and so in some way they promised themselves to him, to honour 
him with their lives in the years ahead.   
 
This was how these sailors responded to being saved from a storm.  But how much more should we respond if we have 
been saved from sin through faith in Jesus.   
 
Paul wrote in Romans 12:1: “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, 
holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.” 
 
In the light of all that Jesus has done for us, to express our reverence for him and our gratitude to him, how could we give 
anything less than to offer ourselves as a living sacrifice, commit to living for, serving and honouring him with everything we 
are and have!  
 
4. The Grace of the Lord  
What a surprising contrast between the prophet Jonah and these pagan sailors: 

• As Jonah was running away from the Lord, these sailors were learning to respect him. 

• As Jonah selfishly looked after himself, these sailors expressed a genuine concern for others. 

• As Jonah continued to reject God’s grace, these sailors turned to God and were saved. 
 
But this wasn’t because these men were better than Jonah.  This wasn’t because of the goodness in them.  This was simply 
the evidence of God’s surprising grace at work in their lives.   
 
Without God, we are all blind because of our sin.  Paul said in Ephesians 4:18 that people in this world “Are darkened in 
their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of 
their hearts.”  
 
But this blindness is also because “The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers.” 2 Corinthians 4:4.  Satan has 
distracted and deceived people to blind them to the truth of who God is and what he offers to them.  And so we are 
helpless, stumbling in the dark, unwilling and unable to see God.   
 
But there’s good news.  And that is that God is able to open blind eyes!  That’s what he did in these sailors.   
 
And that’s what God did in our hearts, if we’ve trusted in Jesus.  “For God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” made 
his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.” 2 Corinthians 4:6 
 
And that is what God can do in the hearts of those that we are reaching out to.  Sometimes we might despair of people ever 
seeing the truth of the gospel.  We might feel helpless to bring them to Christ.   
 
But God is able, and he is willing, to open blind eyes and humble hardened hearts and bring people to himself.   And he 
often does this in the most surprising of ways.   
 
God can use the storms in their lives, the difficult times, the times when their foundations crumble and their security is 
threatened, to stop them in their tracks and grab their attention. 
 
And he can use his servants, even when they fail so miserably like Jonah did here, to reveal to them the truth of who he is 
and what he can do in their lives.  



 
No wonder Paul declared in Romans 11:33 
“Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! 
How unsearchable his judgments, 
and his paths beyond tracing out!” 
 
So let’s not despair.  Even although we can’t always see what God is doing, or understand his ways, let’s trust him that he is 
working in this world and he is working for our good, even in these most difficult of times, because our God works in the 
most surprising of ways.   
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