
Sermon Series: Letting Go 

“Letting Go of Our Plans” 

Jonah 1:1-16 

I am excited about starting a new sermon series here at Crosslink. Over the next month we are 

going to be looking at a small, but well-known book called Jonah. I believe that the connections 

are excellent. We have been looking at what it means to live by faith. In doing so, we have seen 

numerous incredible examples of what we are to do. However, not every example is a positive 

one. There are many examples, unfortunately, of what not to do. Jonah is one such example.  

The story of Jonah is one that is familiar to most of us. Perhaps because we’ve heard a sermon or 

Sunday School lesson on the subject, we feel confident that we know what it’s all about. I imagine 

that if I were to poll the congregation, including the kids, we would likely determine that this book 

is primarily about a great fish that swallowed a man named Jonah. But, the truth is that it is about 

much more than that. In fact, the fish is only mentioned four times in the entire book. Some would 

suggest that it’s about the great city of Nineveh and how God dealt with it. But again, it is about 

much more than that. Nineveh is only mentioned nine times in the book. Others would suggest that 

the book is all about Jonah himself. After all, the book is called the book of Jonah. And, in fact, 

his name is mentioned eighteen times in the book. To the surprise of most though, the fact is that 

the book of Jonah isn’t primarily about the man. Instead, it is primarily about God. God is 

mentioned directly at least thirty-eight times in four short chapters. If we eliminated God from the 

book of Jonah, the book would make absolutely no sense at all. Charles Spurgeon summarized 

this book by saying, “The life of Jonah cannot be written without God; take God out of the 

prophet’s history, and there is no history to write.” All throughout the book we see God working 

and moving on behalf of mankind. At every turn and in many ways we see how God is working, 

even when we don’t realize it. In fact, Jonah 4:2b summarizes the truth about God well. Jonah 

said to God, “You are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abundant in 

lovingkindness, and one who relents concerning calamity.” What wonderful truths we discover 

about God in this verse. He is full of grace, compassion, patience, kindness, and forgiveness. 

Friend, in the midst of our fallen world today these truths still apply to God. This is Who He is, 

what He is like, and what He does. Interestingly, however, Jonah knew all these things in his head, 

but he still didn’t respond to God in an appropriate way. Jonah was so caught up looking at the 

sins and shortcomings of others that he failed to see his own problems. Isn’t this often the case 

with us? In our self-righteousness it can be easy to look down at others without first examining 

our own hearts and lives. In doing so, we become just like the Pharisees. Jonah was a prophet of 

God, but still throughout much of the book, we find that he struggled greatly to embrace with his 

heart what he knew in his head. All of this stemmed from one primary thing – Jonah refused to let 

go. There were things that God wanted to do in him, around him, through him, and for him that 

were greatly hindered because he simply refused to let go. I pray that none of us will be like Jonah, 

but if we are honest with ourselves we may find that we are more like him than we’d like to admit. 

Over the next four weeks I want us to see four things that we must let go of if we are to personally 

embrace the fullness of Who God is and be used for His glory. 
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Read Text 

It may sound odd to some to hear me say that we have to let go of our plans. After all isn’t it wise 

to make plans? Of course it is wise to make plans. The old adage is good, “If you fail to plan you 

plan to fail.” However, we must recognize that our plans must be led, directed, and governed by 

God. Our plans, no matter how wise we may appear or how great the counsel we have sought, are 

completely limited. God is omniscient. He knows all things. Not only does He know all things, but 

He knows what is best and what He desires to accomplish. As a result, we must seek and surrender 

to His plans and not force our own. Only His plans will stand anyway. Psalm 33:10-11, “The Lord 

nullifies the counsel of the nations; He frustrates the plans of the peoples. The counsel of the Lord 

stands forever, the plans of His heart from generation to generation.” Proverbs 19:21 confirms 

this saying, “Many plans are in a man’s heart, but the counsel of the Lord will stand.” Proverbs 

16:9, explains, “The mind of man plans his way, but the Lord directs his steps.” As a result of this 

truth Proverbs 16:3 instructs us, “Commit your works to the Lord and your plans will be 

established.” In other words, we don’t need to be pursuing our own plans and agenda. Instead, we 

are to be seeking the Lord and His direction so that He can plan and order our steps. When we 

commit our works to Him, we find that His plans are always best. Sadly, far too often we live like 

the people in Jeremiah’s day. God was having to address His people who were so caught up in 

their lives that they had abandoned Him. They were going their own direction. In Jeremiah 

18:11b-12 He said, “ ‘Oh turn back, each of you from his evil way, and reform your ways and 

your deeds.’ But they will say, ‘It’s hopeless! For we are going to follow our own plans, and each 

of us will act according to the stubbornness of his evil heart.’ ” Not many of us would ever have 

the audacity to say that out loud, but we do have the audacity to live that way. This happens when 

we follow our own heart and pursue our own plans. What God shows us through Jonah first is that 

if we are going to be a part of God’s work, we must let go of our plans.  

I. The Call of God (vs. 1-2) 

It is important for us to always remember that when God calls us to do something, it is His divine 

invitation for us to join Him in what He is doing. Jonah was minding his own business when 

suddenly God got his attention and gave him a specific calling. God is saying to Jonah, “This is 

My will. This is My plan for you.” Please understand that God’s call and God’s plans are not 

suggestions or hope-so situations. God isn’t saying, “I really wish you would do this.” This is His 

instruction and command. It is important to be reminded here that God does indeed have the right 

to command. He has all power and authority. He made us, we did not make Him. He provides for 

and sustains, not the other way around. He first loved us. Sometimes man can act as if we have the 

right to tell God what He should do, or at the very least we get angry when He doesn’t do as we 

think He should. But the reality is, God is God and we are not. He alone has the right and the 

authority to command. Yet God is a God of love, compassion, and kindness. We can be 

encouraged, then, to know that all of His commands are for our good and His glory. 1 John 5:3 

reminds of this saying, “For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments; and His 

commandments are not burdensome.” God’s commands should not weigh us down. If they do, 

something is wrong with our hearts and response. God’s commands aren’t given to enslave people 

or to manipulate people or to destroy. Every single one of God’s commands is given so that we 
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might have abundant life. Jesus Himself described our obedience to God’s instructions and the 

result of it. In John 15:10-11 He said, “If you keep My commandments, you will abide in My 

love; just as I have kept My Father’s commandments and abide in His love. These things I have 

spoken to you so that My joy may be in you, and that your joy may be made full.” Friend, every 

word of instruction that God gives us is for His glory and our good. And if we obey, we get to 

experience the joy that comes with obeying His Word. So there are three things that we observe 

here about God’s call and plans. 

A. God’s Plan is Always Strategic 

If God leads you to do something, He always does so for a reason. You may not know the 

reason. You may not have the big picture in mind. You may not understand, but you can 

absolutely trust that His leading is specific and strategic. In this case, God had strategically 

chosen Jonah to be His messenger. According to 2 Kings 14:25 we know that Jonah was 

already considered a prophet of God. He had already prophesied of God’s work in Israel 

and was already recognized as a messenger of God. But, God had more to do in him and 

through him. God didn’t want him to just stay in his hometown. God wanted him to get out 

of his comfort zone so that he could be used by God. Scripture is filled with similar 

illustrations. Hebrews 11, the great Hall of Faith, is filled with numerous examples. They 

were men and women who were not pursuing their own plans and dreams. They were 

simply pursuing God. He revealed His specific plan to them and then they acted in faith 

and obedience. When God has a work to accomplish, He always starts with calling a 

specific person.   

Not only was God strategic in choosing His messenger, but He was also strategic in where 

He called him to go. Where God places you and calls you to be matters. God specifically 

wanted Jonah to go to Nineveh. Nineveh was a great city. It was great in history because it 

was founded by Noah’s grandson Nimrod. It was also great in size. The circumference of 

the city was about 60 miles. It was entirely surrounded by walls, one of which contained 

over 1500 towers. The city was also great in splendor and influence. It was the metropolis 

of the Assyrian Empire which was very powerful. Because of its location to the Tigris 

River there was a great trade route that brought great wealth to the city. God’s plan was 

strategic. He directed a specific messenger to a specific people for a specific purpose.  

B. God’s Plan is Usually Very Simple 

God’s instruction to Jonah is very simple. God didn’t spell out every detail. God didn’t 

give him a step-by-step process with a timeline to follow. Herein is something that we must 

accept. God often calls us to something, but He doesn’t give us a road map for everything 

to be done. Instead, He directs us to His Word and a closer relationship with Him. And, 

this is what it is all about. If we had a road map of everything, we would just check off the 

boxes as we passed each mile marker. We wouldn’t be forced to depend on the Lord. What 

God wants first and foremost is for us to experience Him and, in experiencing Him, to walk 

in obedience as He shows us the next step. **ILL: God calling me to ministry. God didn’t 

show me that it would involve college, seminary, RA ministry, missions team, worship 
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leading. This was one step at a time following God and with each step He taught me, shaped 

me, and prepared me. But, please understand His initial call was very simple. The only 

thing that complicated it was me and my stubbornness.  

I can somewhat relate to Jonah’s situation. God didn’t tell him all that he should say to the 

people. God gave three simple instructions, “Get up, go to Nineveh, and cry against it.” 

Trusting God’s plan and obeying His Word certainly demands faith, but understanding 

what God wanted him to know is quite simple. Jonah needed to get up from his hometown, 

go to this foreign city, and tell them to repent of their sins. When we look at the background 

of Nineveh we understand why. Nineveh was a pagan city that didn’t worship the true God 

of heaven. They lived in darkness and their actions certainly revealed that. They had 

countless idols that they worshiped and even built houses to house their gods. They 

committed all sorts of ridiculous acts. Finally, God said, “Enough, their wickedness has 

come up before Me.” He wasn’t saying that He had just found out about what they were 

doing. He was saying that their wickedness was filled to the brim and He had had enough. 

So, He called out Jonah to go and address the issue.  

C. God’s Plan May Appear Strange 

 

Can you grasp the confusion on Jonah’s part? Jonah was from a town called Gath-Hepher 

in Galilee. He was a from a very remote part of Israel. So, here is a small-town man who 

was not very well known going to a huge city to preach God’s Word. Why choose him 

when there are others who could go? Why would they even listen to him? And would it 

make any difference? To be clear, Nineveh was well known for their violence and cruelty. 

They showed no mercy to their enemies. I don’t want to be grotesque, but they were known 

for torturing people and inventing new methods for it. Additionally, Nahum 3:10 tells us 

they killed thousands of babies and children so that they wouldn’t have to care for them. 

Jonah knew all of this. He knew they were an evil people. He had heard the stories and had 

likely witnessed some of their cruelty and violence. I’m sure Jonah thought, “God, what 

do you mean you want me to go to Nineveh? I can’t do that. They’ll kill me. How can I 

confront people with this strange message that they have never heard before? God, how am 

I, a stranger, going to tell them that You are going to judge them and destroy them?” It is 

easy to resist God’s plans when it doesn’t make complete sense to us. But, it is at this very 

point that we must choose to trust God and not ourselves. It is at this point we must 

recognize that He is God and we are not. It is at this very point that we must let go of our 

ways and our plans and trust His ways and His plans. In Isaiah 55:8-11 God reminds us, “ 

‘For My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways My ways,’ declares the Lord. 

‘For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways 

and My thoughts than your thoughts. For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, 

and do not return there without watering the earth and making it bear and sprout, 

and furnishing seed to the sower and bread to the eater; So will My word be which goes 

forth from My mouth; It will not return to Me empty, without accomplishing what I desire, 

and without succeeding in the matter for which I sent it.’ ” Friend, when God calls and 

directs us to His will, we must trust Him and obey.  
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II. The Choice of Man (vs. 3-9) 

Make no mistake about it, Jonah was now at a crossroads. He was facing a significant moment of 

decision. He couldn’t stay where he was and go with God. He has heard from God and now he has 

a decision to make. Sadly, he shows us what not to do.  

A. Man’s Stubborn Determination 

The first words of verse 3 are a sobering reality and sad conclusion for Jonah. He has heard 

clearly from God. He knows what God wants Him to do. He has already declared numerous 

messages for God. He is not a rookie. He knows full well what he is supposed to do. Then 

these first two words sum up his response, “But Jonah.” That little word “but” is a powerful 

word. It shows that there is contrast. There is a different direction that is being taken. God 

said this, but Jonah did this. God said, “I want this,” but Jonah said, “I want something 

else.” Too many times we let our “but” get in the way. Yes, you heard me right. God speaks, 

but…… You fill in the blank. What is causing your “but”? What is hindering you from 

going God’s direction and fulfilling His plan? “But Jonah rose up.” He got the first part 

right. He did get up like God commanded, but he chose his own way, his own plan, and his 

own direction. “Jonah rose up to flee to Tarshish.” He was basically saying, “God, I don’t 

want to do what You say. I don’t want to go to Nineveh. I’d rather just make my own 

plans.” The point is that, like a defiant child, he stubbornly chose to go his own direction.  

I suggest that there are many reasons this was the case, and we will unpack some of them 

throughout the course of our study together. But, I think at the heart of all of it was a sense 

of pride. He felt that he could do whatever he wanted to do without cost or consequence. 

He felt that he had the right to tell God what he would and wouldn’t do. He thought he had 

the ability and the knowledge to go his own direction. He was basically saying through his 

actions, “God, I will go my own way. I don’t need You or Your plans anyway.” But friend, 

I remind you that pride always goes before the fall. Instead of proclaiming a message for 

others to turn from their sin, Jonah instead personally chose to disobey God and turn to his 

own sin.  

B. Man’s Senseless Deceit 

When we stubbornly determine to go our own direction, we quickly become spiritually 

ignorant. The Scripture says that, “The fool says in his own heart that there is no God.” I 

would also suggest that those who live as if they are their own god quickly play the role of 

a fool. This was certainly true of Jonah. Remember, he is prophet, a messenger of God. He 

had been given divine revelation from God. He had heard God’s Word. He had already 

been used to proclaim prophecies to God’s people. He was “in tune” with God and 

understood clearly what God now wanted him to do. The point for all of us to remember is 

that every one of us is capable of playing the fool. Satan will attack us, our own flesh will 

distract us, and our own heart will deceive us. When Jonah chose to turn his back on God’s 

will, God’s work, and God’s Word, he became a fool. The same is true for every single one 

of us. When we chose to ignore the will of God that is revealed through the Word of God 
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and instead lean on our own understanding, then we will see the same conclusion in our 

own lives. Did he deceive God? Of course not. God knew where he was and what he was 

doing all along. Did he deceive the sailors? For a little while they didn’t know who he was, 

why he was there, or what he had done. But remember, the Bible tells us that we can be 

sure that our sins will find us out. God will not allow our sin to remain hidden. If we don’t 

deal with it by personally repenting, in His time and way He will deal with it by 

providentially revealing. I am reminded of David who had privately sinned with Bathsheba. 

Then when she conceived he brought her husband from the battlefield and tried to get him 

to go home to his wife. He refused, so David had him placed on the front line of battle to 

be killed. David thought that he had successfully hidden his sin, and he did for a season. 

But ultimately God revealed the sin to the prophet Nathan who eventually went to David 

and said, “You are the guilty party. God has been with you and has blessed you and made 

your name great and He would have done even more, but because you have despised the 

Word of the Lord by doing evil with Bathsheba and killing her husband, the sword will 

never depart from your household and I will bring evil against you.” Listen to the sobering 

statement in 2 Samuel 12:12, “Indeed you did it secretly, but I will do this thing before all 

Israel, and under the sun.”  

Jonah didn’t deceive God, and he only temporarily deceived the sailors. Notice closely who 

he deceived. He deceived HIMSELF. His heart was so hardened that he actually thought 

that he could flee from the presence of God. There are some who have debated why 

Jonah would go specifically to Tarshish, but the simple truth is that he was just trying to 

get as far away as possible from where God wanted him to be. He knew that this was a 

serious issue. If he was going to flee from God’s plan and purpose, he was going to pay as 

much money as possible and go as far as he could from where God wanted him to be. But, 

he was merely deceiving himself. We can try to run from God, but there is nowhere we can 

go that He is not. David knew this. He said in Psalm 139:7-10, “Where can I go from Your 

Spirit? Or where can I flee from Your presence? If I ascend to heaven, You are there; If I 

make my bed in Sheol, behold, You are there. If I take the wings of the dawn, if I dwell in 

the remotest part of the sea, even there Your hand will lead me, and Your right hand will 

lay hold of me.” Nobody can successfully run from God. We may try to run from God, but 

we can never outrun Him. Then there was a second way he deceived himself. He actually 

thought he could hide from God and from others. As soon as he got on the boat he went 

into the cabin of ship. What was he doing? He was hiding. He didn’t want to be seen by 

others. He certainly didn’t want to be seen by God. He had convinced himself that he could 

run from God and God would not see where he was. But, again, what does God’s Word 

say? Proverbs 15:3, “The eyes of the Lord are in every place, watching the evil and the 

good.” We may try the same. We may try to hide from God, like Adam in the Garden of 

Eden, like David when he covered his own sin, like Jonah when he hid in the ship, like 

Thomas when he doubted, but, in the end, it is senseless and pointless. We are only 

deceiving ourselves. 

C. Man’s Sad Direction 
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This is really a summary statement, but it is one that I can’t pass over without highlighting 

it. Please don’t miss this. In verse 3, right on the heels of Jonah choosing to deny God’s 

instruction, the Bible tells us something very interesting about the direction that Jonah’s 

life is now going to take. The phrase is subtle, but it is powerful. Twice in this verse it tells 

us that Jonah “went down.” In both cases it is describing literal places. “He went down” to 

Joppa to find a ship and then upon entering the ship “he went down” into the ship to go 

another direction. But, this phrase is a powerful description of the direction that his life was 

now on because he was rejecting God’s plan. When Jonah made the choice to disobey 

God’s command, his choice led him on a path that would spiral lower and lower and lower. 

In fact, we will see this phrase again in the coming weeks. Jonah had no idea in this moment 

of the decision just how low he would soon go. It serves as a powerful reminder to us today 

that when you reject God’s will, the only direction you can go is down. Jonah would 

never imagine in a million years what he was about to experience. He never even imagined 

that his sin would even be discovered. But, he was now on a downward direction. He would 

soon have to hit rock bottom for God to get his attention.  

III. The Consequences of Rejecting God’s Plan (vs. 10-16) 

Please understand that there are always consequences for rejecting God’s plan. God doesn’t allow 

us to sin successfully. We may hide something. There may not be any apparent consequence, but 

there always is whether it is seen immediately or not. In this case the Bible tells us that God hurled 

a great wind on the sea and there was a great storm. We understand that it was a desperate situation 

because the sailors began throwing cargo overboard. Why do you do that? Because you fear you 

are going to sink. Jonah was so calloused to what was going on that he did nothing. He knew that 

he had sinned against God. He should have repented immediately, but remember his heart was full 

of pride and with it there was only one direction he could go. If he had humbled himself right then 

and repented, perhaps he could have been a witness to these sailors. Instead, he chose to remain 

silent and went about as if he had done nothing. It took the sailors casting lots to determine that 

they were suffering the consequences of Jonah’s actions. This reveals two powerful truths about 

the consequences of rejecting God’s plan.  

A. Rejecting God’s Plan Brings Pain to Others 

These men were in such a desperate place that they are all praying to their various gods. 

They feel that death is imminent. Jonah’s disobedience affected these men. It caused them 

terror, fear, and anger. It also put them in a very difficult situation. Now, what were they 

to do? Jonah is a prophet of God. They understand that God is getting their attention, and 

Jonah is saying, “Take me and throw me into the sea.” But what are they to do? They didn’t 

want to drown God’s prophet. They couldn’t send a servant of God to his death. So, they 

simply worked harder and harder and did all they could to save themselves, the ship, and 

the prophet of God. It’s interesting to point out here that these pagan sailors were willing 

to do more for Jonah than he was willing to do for himself. But, the harder they worked, 

the angrier the storm was. When it was obvious that they had no other choice, they prayed 

to Jonah’s God and asked for forgiveness for being a part of Jonah’s sin. So great was their 

reverence for God that verse 16 explains, “Then the men feared the Lord greatly, and they 
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offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows.” They acted humbly before God, and God 

spared them and protected them. Friends, don’t think you can keep on sinning and not hurt 

those around you. Jonah’s hidden sin brought pain and trouble on these men. Jonah had 

already fallen greatly. He was called to go proclaim deliverance to the people of Nineveh, 

but he rejected God’s plan and, as a result, soon found that he was the one who needed to 

be rescued. 

B. Rejecting God’s Plan Brings Punishment Upon Ourselves 

The direction is clear. Instead of going to Nineveh, Jonah went down to Joppa. From there 

he went down into the ship where he intended to head down to Tarshish. But now that God 

has gotten his attention, there were consequences for his actions. He has now been removed 

from the boat and has been thrown down into the sea. We haven’t seen just how far he 

would go yet, but we can be sure that just as a father disciplines his children for their good, 

God disciplines His children. Hebrews 12:5-11, “You have forgotten the exhortation 

which is addressed to you as sons, ‘My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, 

nor faint when you are reproved by Him; for those whom the Lord loves He disciplines, 

and He scourges every son whom He receives.’ It is for discipline that you endure; God 

deals with you as with sons; for what son is there whom his father does not discipline? But 

if you are without discipline, of which all have become partakers, then you are illegitimate 

children and not sons. Furthermore, we had earthly fathers to discipline us, and we 

respected them; shall we not much rather be subject to the Father of spirits, and live? For 

they disciplined us for a short time as seemed best to them, but He disciplines us for our 

good, so that we may share His holiness. All discipline for the moment seems not to be 

joyful, but sorrowful; yet to those who have been trained by it, afterwards it yields the 

peaceful fruit of righteousness.”  

Jonah was in a low place. There was great punishment for his sin. But, it didn’t have to be this 

way. He could have let go of his plans and yielded to God. Even once he got in the boat, he could 

have released his plans and committed to turn around and come back. Even when the storm came, 

he could have immediately repented and committed to the Lord what he would then do. But, at 

every turn Jonah clung to his wants and his plans and, as a result, experienced the consequences. 

Friends, I challenge you today to let go of your plans and follow Jesus. 


