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Anyone who paints the Christian life as if there is no conflict or struggle in 
it is self-deceived and is deceiving others. For the Christian life is an 
ongoing battle between the Spirit on the one hand, and the world, the 
flesh, and the devil on the other hand. Christians who do not wake up 
each morning with the realization that they are setting forth every day 
into a war zone, where they will be tempted to compromise the truth 
revealed in the Scripture due to pressure from family or friends, where 
they will be tempted to trust in the arm of flesh, where they will be 
tempted to use their eyes, their ears, their mouths, their hands, their 
feet, and their minds to follow the lusts of the flesh and the pride of life, 
where they will be tempted to give up the good fight out of sense of 
despair will surely be overwhelmed by the enemies of their soul.  
 
Listen dear ones, to the battle language used by the Holy Spirit in 
describing the daily conflict, we as Christians face (2 Corinthians 10:3-5; 
Ephesians 6:10-13). And when the Holy Spirit would explain to us the 
level of intensity and seriousness with which we must spiritually attack 
the enemies of our soul, listen to the language of violence the Holy Spirit 
uses (Matthew 5:29-30; Colossians 3:5). Dear ones, we are to have a holy 
violence in warring against the enemies of our soul. There is to be no 
peaceful coexistence or truce with that which leads you from Jesus Christ, 
that which leads you from the pure Gospel of Jesus Christ, that which 
leads you from sound doctrine that is biblical, or that which leads you 
from obedience to God’s Moral Law as summarized in the Ten 
Commandments. And yet we as Christians awaken so often to face the 
day with hardly any thought of what strategies the enemies of our soul 
will employ that day against us in order to defeat us.  
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Dear ones, so much of the battle in overcoming sin in our lives is taking 
the battle seriously, is not being apathetic, or indifferent in our love for 
Christ. For, dear Christian, to love Christ is to hate sin, error, and rebellion 
against Christ (in spite of our natural inclination to fall into the traps that 
the world, the flesh, and the devil set before us every day). Paul describes 
this constant struggle in hatred for sin while yet falling into it in Romans 
7:19,21-23.  
 
Dear child of God, this holy war will not be won in your life or mine, by a 
lazy, casual, or procrastinating approach to sin, error, or rebellion, but 
rather will only be won by taking seriously the nature of this war and by 
trusting in and applying by faith the victory already won and purchased 
for us by Jesus Christ who died and was raised from the dead in order to 
overcome the world, the flesh, and the devil. 
 
This Sabbath day, let us consider from our inspired text in the Book of 
Jonah how the Prophet of God fought this same battle while in the belly 
of the great fish. The main points from our text are these: (1) The Battle 
Against the Temptation of Despair; (2) The Victory Over Despair Realized 
by Faith in the Promises of Christ. 
 
l. The Battle Against the Temptation of Despair. 
 
 A. We have already seen in Jonah chapter one that God 
relentlessly, with a tough love, pursued His rebellious prophet by way of 
a hurricane-like storm, and finally brought Jonah to the point of humbly 
confessing his sin and turning him from his sin to the Lord. We observed 
that Jonah (as a picture of Christ) voluntarily has himself cast overboard 
in order to rescue those Gentiles aboard the ship from impending death 
and desolation in that watery grave. When Jonah is cast overboard into 
the sea of death, he is swallowed by a great fish and figuratively buried 
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for three days in the belly of that great sea creature which God 
sovereignly prepared in order to point to Christ’s own literal burial in the 
belly of the earth for three days before He was physically and bodily 
raised gloriously from the dead (Matthew 12:40). But while Jonah lay in 
the belly of that great fish, he was not literally dead nor was he 
unconscious. To the contrary, he was very much physically alive and 
conscious as indicated in Jonah 2:1: “Then Jonah prayed unto the LORD 
his God out of the fish’s belly.” But what I would like for us to first 
consider very closely is the temptation he faced to despair of deliverance 
from this seemingly impossible prison in which he was trapped and held 
captive by the sovereign design of an almighty yet gracious Savior.  
 
 B. If ever there was a situation facing a person that from the 
perspective of mere sight and sense seemed hopeless and impossible, it 
was that of Jonah held captive in the belly of the great fish. As he waited 
and as he prayed, one day passed. Still he waited and prayed, and a 
second day passed. A third day began as the other two days had ended 
with no deliverance in sight. Would the belly of this great fish be his 
actual earthly grave in which he would physically die? Let’s follow in the 
words of Jonah’s prayer the reality of the despair and hopelessness that 
weighed upon Jonah, the holy prophet of God.  
  1. First, from the perspective of mere human appearances or 
mere worldly wisdom, Jonah was a good as dead, for he says in Jonah 2:2 
that “out of the belly of hell cried I” (the Hebrew word translated “hell” is 
sheol, which actually refers here to the grave as in other places in the Old 
Testament, Genesis 37:35; Psalm 6:5; Hosea 13:14 cp. 1 Corinthians 
15:55). Jonah likens his captivity in the belly of the great fish to being 
buried alive. Dear ones, you cannot feel much more hopeless in this life 
than to be buried alive, and that is the temptation with which Jonah here 
struggles—the temptation to give up, to throw up his hands in utter 
despair at ever being delivered. Note as well, how Jonah further 
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describes his watery grave: “the floods compassed me about” (Jonah 
2:3); “The waters compassed me about, even to the soul: the depth 
closed me round about, the weeds were wrapped about my head. I went 
down to the bottoms of the mountains; the earth with her bars was 
about me for ever” (Jonah 2:5-6). Whether this speaks of Jonah’s fearful 
experience before being swallowed by the great fish or after being 
swallowed by the great fish (or both before and after), he saw himself in 
a watery grave. It would appear that while in the belly of this great sea 
creature that he experienced a ride like few (if any) have ever 
experienced—a ride for three days in a prison that was flooded with sea 
water, a ride that plunged him to the depths of the sea and to the bottom 
of mountains. Gasping for breath at the tides that threatened to drown 
him, choking with sea weed around his neck, being tossed to and fro 
violently as the great fish plunged and ascended in the water for three 
days. When would this slow death come to an end? Perhaps never, for 
Jonah says, “the earth with her bars was about me FOR EVER” (Jonah 
2:6). 
  2. But as if this slow death in this watery grave was not 
enough (in and of itself), there was the clear recognition and firm 
conviction within Jonah that this calamity that had befallen him was all 
appointed and controlled by the sovereign hand of the gracious God who 
had redeemed him and called him to be a prophet. It was not ultimately 
the hands of the sailors that had cast him overboard, it was the hand of 
his God that had done so (“For THOU has cast me into the deep, in the 
midst of the seas” Jonah 2:3). It was not some impersonal force of nature 
that caused the billows and the waves to pass over him, it was his God, 
the God of creation who caused the billows and the seas to pass over him 
(“all THY billows and THY waves passed over me” Jonah 2:3). It was not 
some aimless, accidental sea creature that swallowed him, but one that 
his God had prepared ahead of time to swallow him (“Now the LORD had 
prepared a great fish to swallow up Jonah” Jonah 1:17). Jonah confesses 
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that it is his God that has brought him to this point of despair where all 
hope of survival (at least from the perspective of human sight and 
appearances) seems to be gone. These are the fatherly blows of his God 
that he is experiencing—painful blows from which he cannot escape by 
his own strength no matter how hard he might try. 
  3. And note how this trial of faith sent by the hand of God 
brought Jonah face to face with the temptation to despair of all hope of 
deliverance in this life: “Then I said, I am cast out of thy sight” (Jonah 
2:4); “When my soul fainted within me” (Jonah 2:7). Here we see, dear 
ones, how even the godly are tested by the Lord with such severe trials 
that they are tempted to cry out, “I am cast out of thy sight; my soul 
faints under this trial so that I do not see how I shall be rescued from the 
jaws of this temptation, or from the jaws of this affliction, or from the 
jaws of this sin, or from the jaws of this financial hardship, or from the 
jaws of this fear. I feel completely swallowed up and hopelessly 
imprisoned by this trial that the Lord has sent.”  
  4. You see, dear ones, Satan may sift us like wheat to the 
point that our faith appears to be destroyed (and such sifting is even 
brought by the sovereign appointment of the Lord, as with Peter in Luke 
22:31), but the Lord has already prayed for you, dear Christian, and He 
continues to pray for you that your faith might not be completely 
eclipsed (even if it is greatly shaken, Luke 22:32). All of this is appointed 
for your good that your faith may not rest in yourself, may not rest in 
your own resources or in whatever you may place your earthly security, 
may not rest in your own righteousness, or may not even rest in your 
own faith or your own repentance, but that your faith may rest in Christ 
alone, your Savior, your refuge, your strength, your righteousness, and 
your only hope of salvation. For when there is no hope in man or in the 
strength or power of man to save, the Lord will graciously turn us to 
Christ as our only hope of salvation, rescue, and deliverance. When the 
disciples (who were experienced fishermen) despaired of life itself in the 
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midst of the raging storm on the Sea of Galilee, they cried out to the 
Lord, and He calmed the wind and the sea.   
  5. What trial, affliction, sin, or tribulation has tested or 
tempted you to the point of almost despairing of all hope in the land of 
the living? What fight have you fought to the point of utter exhaustion so 
that you feel like giving up? What relationship (with a child, a spouse, a 
parent, or a fellow Christian) have you prayed to have restored without 
any sign of change? You are not alone, for even the godly who are 
recorded in the pages of Holy Scripture likewise reached those points of 
near despair and hopelessness (at least in the sight and appearance of 
man) and utter exhaustion in fighting against the world, the flesh, and 
the devil. I am not excusing our sin when we take the eye of faith off of 
Christ and His promises—that is our sin and our shame for which we 
must repent. But I want you to see that it is a sin, and a sin into which 
even the godly fall and with which the faithful wrestle. Jonah is not here 
presented as an example to follow in falling prey to the temptation to 
doubt or to despair. But is rather presented for our exhortation and 
instruction as an example of a godly prophet who faced the same 
temptations that you and I face, and God graciously opened his eye of 
faith and his eye of hope to see that His gracious God had not forsaken 
him and that he (as well as us) must hope in the goodness and in the 
mercy of the Lord while we are in the land of the living (Psalm 27:13). 
Thus, if and when you face such temptations to give up, to quit, or to 
despair of hope in the land of the living, confess this sin to the Lord as did 
Jonah. Do not seek to hide or bury it, but humbly and reverently bring 
your doubts and fears and cast them upon the Lord who is abundant in 
mercy to forgive and to sustain and uphold your faith in Christ.  
 
ll. The Victory Over Despair Realized by Faith in the Promises of 
Christ. 
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 A. Carefully observe that it was while Jonah was yet wrestling with 
the temptation to give up due to a seemingly hopeless situation that the 
light of God’s promises were beamed from heaven into the consciousness 
of Jonah. It was not after the trial of faith was completely finished and 
behind Jonah that God sustained and supported the faith of Jonah to lay 
hold of the promises of God, but rather while he was yet struggling. In his 
struggle with despair, God upheld Jonah and opened Jonah’s eyes to 
behold His power, His holiness, His faithfulness, His love, and His grace to 
undeserving sinners.  
 
 B. Note this most blessed transition from fear to faith and from 
despair to hope in Jonah’s prayer: “Then said I, I am cast out of thy sight; 
YET I will look again toward thy holy temple” (Jonah 2:4); “When my soul 
fainted within me I remembered the LORD” (Jonah 2:7). But what was the 
basis and ground for this complete change of mind and attitude in Jonah? 
I submit to you that it is found (but so easily passed over) in Jonah 2:6: “I 
went down to the bottoms of the mountains; the earth with her bars was 
about me for ever: yet hast thou brought up my life from corruption, O 
LORD MY God.” Did you catch it? Jonah did not simply pray some formal 
impersonal prayer to some power that might be out there somewhere. 
Jonah did not hurry through his prayer and end it quickly without 
thought, “in Jesus name. Amen” (uttering these words as if they were a 
good luck charm to add to the end of a prayer). He was not mouthing a 
“fox hole prayer” to simply get himself out of the immediate danger, just 
to return to his rebellion once he was set free (as so many do). How many 
people simply use God to make their lives more comfortable because 
they do not like to be stretched, challenged, or to be uncomfortable in 
this life? While they are miserable, they cry, they pray, and they fast. But 
when they are delivered from their misery, they (like the children of 
Israel) forget the Lord because He was not their own personal God and 
Savior through faith in Jesus Christ and in His covenant promises, but 
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simply a God in name, to be pulled and used like a lucky rabbit’s foot 
when their lives become difficult. Jonah prayed, “O LORD MY GOD.” 
Jonah remembered that Jehovah, the Great I Am who is without 
beginning or ending, was his God by faith on the basis of the gracious 
promises made to Him in the Covenant of Grace. And when Jonah was 
stirred up to remember by faith the LORD his God, hope in the promises 
of God shone forth in all their glory, and despair and hopelessness began 
to vanish. Jonah began to be encouraged that his prayer in faith would be 
heard in the very temple of the Lord. A prayer that stands not upon our 
own righteousness, but looks to the mercy of God in Christ Jesus, is a 
prayer that ascends immediately unto the throne of grace, where sits our 
reconciled Father and our ever-praying Mediator (our Advocate with the 
Father) who never ceases to pray that our faith would not fail and always 
pleads His righteousness before our Father in heaven. At that point when 
Jonah’s faith laid hold of Jehovah, his God through faith in the Gospel, 
Jonah’s hope was again firmly anchored in the Lord with whom nothing is 
impossible. Dear ones, have you (like Peter) so cast your eyes upon the 
winds and the waves all around you that you feel like you are sinking in 
despair? Then hear the earnest and humble prayer of Peter and do 
likewise, “Lord, save me.” And the Lord stretched forth His hand to save 
His sinking disciple. 
 
 C. The Lord did hear and answer Jonah’s prayer in delivering him 
out of that seemingly impossible situation, for he was brought forth out 
of the belly of the great fish to dry land on the third day (Jonah 2:10). But 
whether Jonah was to be delivered in the way that he desired to be 
delivered (that is, brought forth alive out of the great fish) or was to be 
delivered by taking him from this corrupt world to live in the glorious 
presence of the Triune God, Jonah, while yet in the belly of the great fish, 
was already thanking and praising the Lord for His undeserved mercy and 
love to him, and Jonah would continue to do so whether on dry land or in 
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heaven: “But I will sacrifice unto thee with the voice of thanksgiving; I will 
pay that I have vowed” (Jonah 2:15). Why would Jonah express his 
thanksgiving and pay his vows? Because “salvation is of the LORD”. From 
beginning to end, salvation is of the Lord. Salvation from the guilt of sin, 
from the everlasting penalty of sin, and from the daily power of sin is 
completely and entirely of the Lord (and not of yourself, lest any man 
should boast). Deliverance from seemingly impossible situations in this 
life is of the Lord. Now I don’t know what seemingly impossible situation 
you may face (whether a besetting sin, whether a bodily affliction, 
whether a broken relationship, whether a financial burden), but I do 
know and can confidently declare to you that the God who does what is 
impossible for man to do says, “Salvation is of the LORD.” This is the all 
sufficient Savior (even Jesus Christ) that is offered to you in the Gospel, 
and He will be YOUR God and Savior as you receive and rest in Him and in 
His righteousness, and in His power, and in His wisdom, and in His mercy 
alone for your eternal salvation. Your deliverance may not come after 
three days, but dear ones, it will come (whether in this life or in the life to 
come). And the same God who is our salvation will give you patience and 
perseverance in upholding your faith and hope in Him until He brings you 
deliverance from that seemingly impossible situation (Hebrews 12:1-3). 
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