In our text today, 


we are left to make a big decision, 



before we can conclude what the text fully means.  

The big decision we are left to make is, 


“What is the sign of Jonah.”  

If you are like me, 


you know the story best from Sunday school 



and know that Jonah is mostly remembered today 




for spending three days inside the belly of a large fish.  


We then make the quick transition to what lays ahead in Jerusalem 



and correlate that to Jesus dying 



and spending three days dead in the tomb.  

But as we read the rest of the story of Jonah, 


we realize that is not really the main focus of the book of Jonah.  

The harder to teach in Sunday School story, 


is that Jonah was called by God to go and preach repentance to Ninevah, 


to non-Jewish people 


to the Gentiles, 



and when he finally did, 




they responded to God's news and repented.  


The amazing part about the Jonah story is 



that Jonah just proclaimed God's impending judgement to the people




 without miracle 




or dramatic act 



and the people responded 




and had a nation wide repentance.

The question is, 


which of these storylines is Jesus referring to? 



The first half, 



or the second that we heard today? 

It makes a difference in how we hear this interaction of Jesus'.  

However, 


both lead us in the same direction.  

But knowing which one is intended


helps us frame this moment in time 


and what is being dealt with.

The same direction is achieved 


in the fact that Jesus is dealing the Pharisees and Saducees, 



telling them that they will not receive the sign that they are asking for.  

Now to be clear, 


signs are different than miracles or healings.  

At least in the original greek, 


our translations sometimes blend them together.  

But all of the healings and miracles that Jesus has done in Matthew are “Dynamis”, 


acts of power.  



Same root as dynamite.  


Things are dramatically changed.  

But a sign is different.  


The word is Semian.  



It means an event with special meaning.  



It points to a larger reality.  

The prophet Ezekiel was a sign to Israel 


when his wife died 


and he did not mourn for the loss of the love of his life.  

Isaiah has the shadow move back ten steps 


as a sign to Hezekiah that he would be healed 


and that the Lord had heard his prayers.  



The sign told him of impending acts of God, 




but were not necessarily the acts of God themselves.  

Isaiah also has the sign of a virgin being with child 

and Isaiah going barefoot for three years.  

We have weddings as signs of marriage 

and graduation as signs of completing education.  


They are great occasions, 



but not the full reality.

So for our text, 


which one is more a sign at this point in the story?  



Jesus being in the tomb for three days 




and the resurrection?  



Or Jesus being present there 




before them as the Messiah that was proclaimed?  

If it is still unclear, 


that is okay, 



let me muddy the waters further.  

If we go back to Matthew 12:38, 


the last time the Pharisees asked for a sign, 



but that time they were colluding with the Scribes, 



this time it is with the Sadducees, 




Jesus told them a similar answer, 





but with more detail.  

He tells them in verse 39 


that they will receive the sign of the Prophet Jonah.  

In verse 40 


he tells of three days and nights in the belly of a huge fish 


and Jesus spending the same time in the heart of the earth.  



Problem solved.  

Then comes verse 41, 


where Jesus continues by telling them 



that they will be judged by the men of Ninevah, 




for they repented at Jonah's preaching 




and one greater than Jonah is here.  



As will the Queen of the South condemn them, 




for one greater than Solomon is here.  

So while Matthew clearly spells out the connection to the resurrection, 


he also brings the theme of not responding to Jesus being present before them.

We move back to chapter 16 


and try looking at our text in context



to try and bring some clarity.  

It is here that we run into another bump in understanding our text well.  


For verses 2 and 3 are later additions to our original text, 



as the oldest and fullest texts do not contain them.  

While they support the idea that the Pharisees and Sadducees 


are missing the obvious presence of Jesus standing before them, 



they also carry with them a danger.  

The danger that we think we can look at the situation around us 


and predict what is going to happen.  

As you are probably aware, 


man has spent a great deal of time on this topic, 



trying to read the signs of the times, 




to proclaim “The End is Near.”  

We would all see it 


if we knew how to see what is happening around us.  

But Jesus is clear elsewhere, 


“No one knows about that day or hour, 



not even the angels in heaven, 



nor the Son, 




but only the Father.”
Without verses 2 and 3, 


we are not encouraged to be trying to figure out how 


or when God is going to act.  

We are left to always be prepared 


as if it could happen at any moment.  


Which is what we should be doing.  

We shouldn't be waiting for the signs to come 


before we respond to God and his love.  

The sign of God's love is there in the person of Jesus.  


We should be responding to that, 


and know that Jesus alone is sufficient.  

This is especially poignant, 


as Jesus is saying these words in Magadan.  



Where a person from there is a Magdalene.  

We know of Mary from Magadan, 


who was one of the first people to find Jesus after his resurrection.  



Not because she read the times, 



but because she was acting out of love for Jesus.  




She had come to put spices and prepare his dead body.  


Only to find the miraculous sign from God 



that Jesus was alive.  




Which meant that death was powerless, 




that sin had been paid for, 




that a great reversal had occurred upon the earth.  





The weak now had strength, 





the powerless had power, 





the lost were found, 





the imprisoned were free, 





the unloveable were loved.

With verses 2 and 3 being extra spice, 


but not essential.  

We are left with the Pharisees and Sadducees colluding together to try and test Jesus, 


by asking him to do what Satan had done in the wilderness.  



To Peirizo him, 



to test him 




with the intention of having him make a mistake. 

The mistake they were hoping for 


was that Jesus would give them a sign.  

Then they could bring Deuteronomy 13:1-5 against him.  


Where Moses warns the people to beware of the prophet who predicts a sign, 



it comes true, 



and then they say, 




“Let us worship other Gods.”  

At that point, 


the prophet is to be put do death.  

Which in this situation, 



they would have a strong case.  



Because we were not expecting God to come down 



and dwell with us in human form.  


Jesus has hinted that he himself is fully God.  



With a biased and angry court, 




Jesus' proclamations of being the Son of God 





could be quickly misconstrued.  

Or perhaps Jesus saw this as another case of Exodus 17:1-7, 


Massah and Meribah, 



where the people tested to see if God was really with them.  

When you read Exodus, 


despite God bringing water from a rock, 



the people still did not believe that God was with them.  


They soon are making a golden calf, 



because God has not done anything awe inspiringly new for a few days.

So with just the request for a sign as a test, 

and then jumping to Jesus' concession that no sign will be given, 


but that of Jonah, 



where do we land?  

Is the sign of Jonah the resurrection 

or Jesus' presence here and now?

William Barclay is a strong Jesus here and now proponent.  


While acknowledging the reference to the great fish in Matthew 13, 



he goes on to say, 

“The sign which turned the people of Ninevah to God 


was not the fact that Jonah was swallowed by the great sea monster.  

Of that they knew nothing; 


and Jonah never used it as a means of appeal.  
The sign of Jonah was 


Jonah himself 


and his message from God.  
It was the emergence of the prophet 

and the message which he brought 


which changed life for the people of Ninevah.”  

The great Sea Monster comes into play, 


only because Jonah did not think that the Ninevites were worthy, 



that God should smite them, 



because they had been an enemy to Israel.  

But Jesus is still playing off the Gentile love 


and hinting to the Pharisees and Sadducees, 



normally opposed to each other, 


that their reactions to God's calling 



are similar to Jonah's at first.  

And no matter what they do, 


even if they throw Jesus in the heart of the earth for three days 



after crucifying him, 


that the people will be reached 


and repentance will transform the earth, 



just as it did in Ninevah.  

To which both the Pharisees and Sadducees plans for Israel's presence is compromised.

If we were hoping for more clarity, 


we are out of luck.  

As you can see, 


each description invariably leads to the bigger end goal.  

And before Jesus says anything more, 


he turns 


and leaves them behind.  

Jesus is showing them his power, 


his dynamis, 


his miracles.  

But it is not what they want.  


They want a sign that is for them.  

But Jesus doesn't do signs, 


Jesus does acts of love.  

Everything that Jesus did, 


had a purpose of showing that people were loved by God.  

Jonah's interaction 

and story place in the Old Testament 


is to remind Israel that they are not the end goal.  


That God has a plan for the whole earth 



to be transformed by this new life.  

The Pharisees and Sadducees wanted it just for themselves, 

just as Jonah wanted God's restoration and life limited to Israel.  


But to both parties, 



God says “No. 




What you are asking for is not part of my plan.  




My plan is to redeem this world.  





You either get on board with what I have provided you, 






or you miss the boat.”

So no matter where you start 

and hear the Jonah story, 


make sure that Jesus is the sign that leads you to God's redemption 



and restoration.  

Whether that is through his ministry, 


or his death and resurrection.  

If you are wanting another sign, 


you might as well hope that you too are swallowed by a big fish 



and then spit out in the promised land.  

But believing in the Jesus of the gospels is a sure thing.
