A SIGN FROM HEAVEN AND 

THE SIGN OF JONAH

Jonah 1; Matthew 12:39-45; 15:29-16:12
I.  THE PHARISEES AND SADDUCEES TEST JESUS ASKING HIM TO SHOW THEM A SIGN FROM HEAVEN (Matthew 16:1; Matthew 4:1-3; 19:3; 22:18,35; cf. Exodus 17:7; Psalm 78:18-20)

A. Asking for a sign is not a bad thing in itself.  Signs were given for Abraham (Gen.15:6,8), Gideon (Judges 6:17,36-39), and King Hezekiah (2 Kings 20:8-11//Isa.38:7-8).  

B. Signs are usually given as confirmations for our faith.  They make our faith more certain.  But the request of the religious leaders was actually a sign of their unbelief.

1. The religious leaders probably wanted definitive proof from heaven that the kingdom of heaven had come.  

2. “The kingdom of God is not coming with signs to be observed; nor will they say, ‘Look, here it is!’ or, ‘There it is!’ For behold, the kingdom of God is in your midst” (Luke 17:20-21).

C. The kingdom of God and its power would be manifested through the death and resurrection of Jesus.

D. Matthew 16 is all about the cross!

1. The sign of Jonah is related to the cross (vv.1-12)

2. Peter confessed Jesus as the Christ, and Jesus immediately began teaching about His suffering and death in Jerusalem (vv.13-23)

3. Jesus then taught His disciples that they too must bear their cross and follow Him (vv.24-28; cf. Mt.10:38-39)

E. The Pharisees and Sadducees wanted a sign straight out of heaven and not straight from Jesus (Matt.15:36; cf. Exodus 16; Matt.14:19; John 6:32).

1. Joshua prayed and the sun and the moon stood still (Joshua 10:12-14).  

2. In Deborah and Barak’s day the stars fought for Israel (Judges 5:20-21).

3. In Samuel’s day, the prophet prayed and it thundered from heaven (1 Samuel 7:10-13).  

4. Elijah’s confrontation with the 450 prophets of Baal and the 400 false prophets of Asherah is one of the most memorable signs from heaven.

5. Whenever you had a sign from heaven in the Old Testament, it was very often in conjunction with the defeat of Israel’s enemies.

6. Jesus’ Person and Work is God’s supreme sign from heaven!

II. “AN EVIL AND ADULTEROUS GENERATION SEEKS AFTER A SIGN; AND A SIGN WILL NOT BE GIVEN IT, EXCEPT THE SIGN OF JONAH” (Matt.16:4)
SOMETHING GREATER THAN JONAH IS HERE (Matthew 12:41)

	The Son of God Himself called the Jews to repent (Matt. 4:17; 11:28–30; 23:37).
	Jonah was only a “minor prophet.”

	Jesus came to His very own people, the descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (John 1:11).
	Jonah was a foreigner, and being Jewish he was probably looked down upon by the Assyrians.

	Jesus was sinless (John 8:46), filled with wisdom and compassion (Matt. 11:27–30; 15:32; I Cor. 1:24).
	Jonah was sinful and rebellious (Jonah 1:3; 4:1–3, 9b).  He had no compassion for the Ninevites; in fact, Jonah was in need of repentance!

	Jesus literally died and suffered the full wrath of God for the sin of His people.
	Jonah “figuratively” died, not for the sins of others but for his own sin, “In my distress I called to the LORD, and he answered me. From the depths of the grave I called for help, and you listened to my cry” (Jonah 2:2; see also Jonah 2:5-6).

	Jesus offered grace and pardon.  Repentance was explicit, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt.4:17;  9:2; 11:28–30; Luke 19:10; John 7:37).
	Jonah’s message was primarily one of doom. Repentance was implied but not explicit, “Yet forty days and Nineveh will be overthrown” (Jonah 3:4).

	Jesus’ message was accompanied by signs and yet many of the Jews did not repent (Matt. 11:5; Luke 4:16–21; cf. Isa. 35:5, 6; 61:1–3; John 13:37).
	Jonah’s message was not accompanied by signs; and yet they repented!  

	The Jews had many spiritual advantages.  They had Moses and the prophets and yet they did not trust in Jesus (Deut. 4, 7, 8; 19:4; Ps. 147:19, 20; Isa. 5:1–4; Amos 3:2a; Rom. 3:1, 2; 9:4, 5).
	The Assyrians didn’t have Moses and they were idolaters.  Yet the king of Nineveh repented and all the people and they all put on sackcloth – and even put it on their animals saying, “Who knows, God may turn and relent and withdraw His burning anger so that we will not perish” (3:9).


What sign did Jonah perform?


A. The sign of Jonah is an ironic parable.  Jonah was thrown into the stormy sea by pagans who believed Jonah’s message.  Jonah was cast into the sea because of his disobedience to God’s Word.  Jesus would be put to death by the religious leaders because of their unbelief!  Like Jonah, Jesus would rise again but this time not out of the depths of the sea, but the depths of hell.

“The expression “this generation”…appears eighteen times in the Synoptic Gospels, referring to Jesus’ contemporaries as the last generation before the end, just prior to the approaching final judgment, and it is always a negative (or pejorative) expression.  Similar expressions about the present generation are that it is “adulterous” (Matt.16:4; Mark 8:38), “evil” (Matt 12:45; Luke 11:29), and “faithless” (Matt 17:17//Mark 9:19).  The concept of a whole generation as being corrupt appears already in the OT (Deuteronomy 32:5,20; Judges 2:10; Psalm 78:8; 95:10)…” (Hultgren, 207).

Deuteronomy 29:2-4 (cf. Psalm 78)
And Moses summoned all Israel and said to them, “You have seen all that the LORD did before your eyes in the land of Egypt to Pharaoh and all his servants and all his land; 3 the great trials which your eyes have seen, those great signs and wonders. 4 “Yet to this day the LORD has not given you a heart to know, nor eyes to see, nor ears to hear. 

B. The sign of Jonah was the message of judgment for unbelieving Israel.  Nineveh repented at Jonah’s preaching.  Jerusalem did not (cf. Deut.29:2-4)!  What didn’t happen to Nineveh would happen to Jerusalem (cf. Matt.24:1-3,29-31; see Josephus, War of the Jews 6.288-71).


Josephus, the 1st century Jewish historian, wrote the following account of heavenly signs preceding the destruction of the temple in 70 AD: “Thus were the miserable people persuaded by these deceivers, and such as belied God himself; while they did not attend, nor give credit, to the signs that were so evident and did so plainly foretell their future desolation; but, like men infatuated, without either eyes to see, or minds to consider, did not regard the denunciations that God made to them. (289) Thus there was a star resembling a sword, which stood over the city, and a comet, that continued a whole year. (290) Thus also, before the Jews’ rebellion, and before those commotions which preceded the war, when the people were come in great crowds to the feast of unleavened bread, on the eighth day of the month Xanthicus [Nisan], and at the ninth hour of the night, so great a light shone round the altar and the holy house, that it appeared to be bright day time; which light lasted for half an hour. (291) This light seemed to be a good sign to the unskillful, but was so interpreted by the sacred scribes, as to portend those events that followed immediately upon it” (War of the Jews 6.288-71). 

QUESTIONS FOR SABBATH DISCUSSION & MEDITATION:

Take what you have learned this morning and make it into a prayer. 
Can you list three “signs from heaven” in the Old Testament?

The religious leaders were probably looking for definitive proof from ____________ that the kingdom of heaven had come.

The kingdom of God and its power would be manifested through the ____________.  

Explain how all of Matthew 16 is about the cross.

Why didn’t the feeding of the 4,000 or 5,000 qualify as a sign from heaven?

List two definitive signs from heaven that Jesus came from heaven.

Compare and contrast Jesus to Jonah.

How was the sign of Jonah an ironic parable for the Jews of Jesus’ day?

Prepared by Pastor Aaron Goerner (1/2/2005).  See Dt.33:8-10; Ezra 7:10; Malachi 2:7; Matt.13:52; Acts 17:11; Col.1:28,29; 1Tim.4:12-16.  Questions/Comments?  Website: ChristChurchReformed.com; Email: christchurch@christchurchreformed.com
 “Yet forty days and Nineveh will be overthrown.” (Jonah 3:4) 





From that time Jesus began to preach and say, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” (Matthew 4:17)





Matthew 12:40 (see Matthew 27:45,51-53)�for just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the sea monster, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. 





"So near, so very near to God,/ I cannot nearer be,/ For, in the Person of His Son,/ I’m just as near as He!” (Charles Spurgeon)





NOTE: The name “Sadducee” in Hebrew (tsaddiqim) means the ‘righteous ones.’ In contrast to the Pharisees, the Sadducees did not believe in life after death (Matt.22:23-33; Acts 23:8) – which is why they were “sad you see.” (








