
The Prayer of Deliverance (2:1-9) — Having been cast overboard and 
swallowed by a great sea creature, Jonah now finds himself in a most 
interesting situation. Inside the belly of the great fish, Jonah had time to 
reflect on his actions and the sovereignty of God. Jonah spent “three days 
and three nights” in the belly of the great fish (which can be understood as 
a portion of three days and nights) resulting in a psalm-saturated prayer 
where Jonah offers thanksgiving for God’s provision (2:1-9a) and 
acknowledgement of God’s sovereignty (2:9b). As a prophet of God it 
makes sense that Jonah would reflect on and utilize the Psalms in his prayer. 
It is also interesting to note that this prayer of Jonah is the longest 
statement given by Jonah in the entire book. 

Jonah’s Cry of Desperation (1-3) — While Jonah is largely a prophetic 
narrative, the prayer of Jonah is to be 
understood as poetic and is itself 
considered a psalm. This psalm of Jonah is unique because psalms of 
thanksgiving typically looks back on a situation of peril where God 
provided deliverance. Assuming Jonah spoke these words while inside 
the stomach of the fish (as stated in 2:1), a psalm of lament would be 
expected (one where the psalmist confesses his sin and calls upon and 
hopes in God for future deliverance). The fact that Jonah is thanking 
God for His deliverance while in the stomach of the fish is perhaps an 
indication that Jonah knew he would somehow  and ultimately survive 
the ordeal. 

While Jonah’s prayer does not contain one word of petition, it is a penitent prayer which demonstrates 
that Jonah evaluated his desires and actions and was ready and willing to embrace the will of God. As his 
prayer begins Jonah remembers his relationship and connection to God (“his God” and “my God” in verse 
six). Though Jonah turned his back on and fled from God, He pursued Jonah and now had miraculously 
delivered him. Jonah was in distress so he called out to the LORD and the LORD answered. Jonah crying out 
from the “depths of Sheol” is another statement where the meaning is debated (see graphic on the 
Ancient Hebrew Conception of the Universe). Some see this as a reference to the death of Jonah with his 
resurrection taking place when the fish vomits him up on dry land. With Jonah being understood as a type 
of Christ (in His death and resurrection - cf. Matthew 12:39-42), there appears to be a desire to “make the 
picture and type of the resurrection of Christ as nearly identical to the fulfillment or antitype as possible” 
(Charles L. Feinberg).  

However, to be a type of Christ does not require Jonah’s literal death and resurrection. The mention of 
Jonah’s experience with that of Christ was also a reference to the timing of His death and resurrection. 
Jonah’s reference to the “depth of Sheol” can also be understood as a figure of speech describing the 
depths of the sea which in ancient Hebrew understanding was close to the realm of the underworld. 
Perhaps it was Jonah’s way of saying “I was as good as dead”. Even as Jonah was sinking to his death, God 
heard his cries and answered with a vessel of salvation.  

As Jonah recounts his prayer, it is clear that Jonah knows that even though the sailors physically cast him 
into the sea, it was God who was working behind the scenes. The sailors became the agents of God in the 
same way the wind and waves were called into service. Even in the depths of the ocean the agents of God 
were at work. The current, breakers, and billows were relentless and dragged Jonah down into the depths.  
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“three days and three 
nights…is not to be 

punctiliously understood of 
seventy-two hours; but 

according to Hebrew idiom, 
a space of time reaching 
backward and forward 

beyond twenty-four hours” 

H.K. von Orelli



This is exactly where Jonah needed to be, in a state of peril and desperation which would result in looking 
up and calling out to the Lord for salvation. So it is with all who resist and run from the will of God. Often 
God will allow people to be dragged down to the depths of desperation so that they will finally 
understand their need for His mercy and grace and will submit to His will and cry out to Him.  

Jonah’s Loneliness of Separation (4-7) — Jonah’s prayer is one of self-examination and self-judgment 
(Gaebelien). When Jonah was commissioned to go to Nineveh, he fled from God’s presence, fled from the 
temple. Now as he was sinking into the depths he understands that, in an ironic twist, God has expelled 
him from His presence. Now instead of fleeing he looks toward God’s holy temple which is a symbol of His 
presence. Jonah is not implying that God can be contained within stone walls (cf. Acts 17:24), instead 
Jonah is turning from his rebellion and turning to God. When Jonah spoke to the sailors about the Creator 
of heaven and earth (cf. 1:9), he gave testimony of the omnipresence of God. Now Jonah sees firsthand 
that God is everywhere. When people are in sin, as was Jonah, the last place they want to be is in the 
presence of God. However, fleeing from God is an act of futility as there is nowhere to hide from the 
presence of the Holy One.  

Surrounded by water, Jonah found himself entangled by the weeds (probably kelp) and was rapidly 
heading toward death. As he sank into the depths (the roots of the mountains), Jonah was confined to a 
cold, dark, and watery prison cell. The bars of the earth acted as Jonah’s solitary confinement with no hope 
of release. Yet once again the Lord demonstrates His great mercy and grace as He not only heard Jonah’s 
voice (v. 2) but He saves Jonah’s life from the pit (v. 7). It is only when sinful man is desperate and humbled 
that he can call out to the Lord for salvation and, when they do, will find, as did Jonah, that “God is easily 
entreated by the humble soul” (Feinberg). 

The Commitment to the God of Salvation (8-9) — Wrapping up Jonah’s 
psalm-based prayer is a vow of renewed commitment to God’s 
sovereign will and a proclamation of God’s sovereign salvation. 
Through this near-death confrontation, “Jonah, despite his earlier 
procrastinations, came to God, not as a Jew who deserved special 
privileges or concessions, but as a sinful human being who was one 
with all other sinful human beings and who needed God’s grace” 
(James Montgomery Boice). The world is filled with idolators. Both the 
residents of Nineveh and the sailors were idolators and even Jonah 
himself was guilty of idolatry. Understanding this, Jonah was now 
“willing to take a place beside them as one who needed God’s mercy” (Boice). Idolatry does not appear 
only as “images as wood, stone, and metal” (Gaebelien) but appears in the form of self-will.  Jonah’s 
refusal to take the message of salvation to the Ninevites was an external manifestation of his internal 
idolatrous desires. Those who “regard vain idols” reject God and reject the hope of God’s steadfast 
merciful and saving love.  

The parallel between 2:8-9 and 1:16 is evident as both the sailors and Jonah repent and offer their vows of 
commitment to God when they are confronted by and realize His sovereign power and will. As a prophet 
of God, Jonah was familiar with the concept of a covenant and was certainly aware of God’s covenant love 
for His people. This is important because what is forsaken by the idolatrous is God’s chesed. This Hebrew 
word is understood as “loyal covenant love” and describes “His faithful mercy by which He rescues 
people” (Eric C. Redmond). As the sailors vow was belief in the one true God, Jonah’s vow is a 
commitment to fulfill his calling to go to Nineveh and proclaim God’s message. The message and 
provision of salvation had come to the sailors and Jonah and would soon come to the people of Nineveh. 
This is an Old Testament example and affirmation that “Salvation is from the LORD” and “with God all things 
are possible” (Matt. 19:26). 
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“Jonah’s idol was self-will; he set 
up in his own heart an 

exaggerated patriotism to which 
he bowed rather than to the will 

of the only true God” 

Frank Gaebelien

“He has come to know as never before that salvation, deliverance, whether of the soul or the body, can come only 
from the Lord Himself” 

Charles L. Feinberg
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