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QUESTIONS AND RESPONSES

On September 22, 2013, we received the following inquiry:

“Regarding to your great article "Perfect Will of God" - it seems to me, that one can't
prove whether the sign of Jonah includes your view or not. As Jesus tells us in Matthew 12:40,
the sign of Jonah is him staying three days and three nights in the heart of the earth, not him
preventing the great calamity. So I can't see that your interpretation in this case is based on the
gospel, since Jesus himself gives another interpretation, doesn't he. What do you think about this
aspect?”

To the author, thank you for your email.  For the benefit of others, here is the scripture
and the explanation we published in the article, Bringing Heaven Down – The Perfect Will of
God:

On one occasion when Jesus expelled a demon, the Pharisees asked him for a sign
as proof that the works he did were from God. 

“In reply he said to them: ‘A wicked and adulterous
generation keeps on seeking for a sign, but no sign will be
given it except the sign of Jonah the prophet. For just as
Jonah was in the belly of the huge fish three days and three
nights, so the Son of man will be in the heart of the earth
three days and three nights. Men of Nineveh will rise up in
the judgment with this generation and will condemn it;
because they repented at what Jonah preached, but, look!
something more than Jonah is here.” – Matthew 12:39-
41

The only sign Jesus would give is his message of salvation.  As with Jonah, the
proof of Jesus’ authority comes from the changes that occur in the hearts of men who
listen to him.  It is the message, not the miracles, that lead to salvation. And like the
Ninevites, all who listened to Jesus and turned to the true God were saved from the
calamity that befell Jerusalem in 70 C.E. 

On the surface, it does seem that Jesus gives the scripture a meaning different from what
we assert.  However, a closer look reveals that we were more likely on the right track.  We will
explain that in a moment.  First, we want to explain why our viewpoints differ.  

The understanding you assert, that the sign of Jonah is Jonah being in the belly of the
huge fish for 3 days, is the common understanding by Christianity in general.  When one looks at
that scripture today, rather than looking intently into what was being communicated, one simply
adopts the understanding that has been asserted for hundreds of years. This is where our ministry
differs from most.
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We do not accept an understanding simply because it has been around for many years. 
We always go straight to the source, or as close to the source as possible.  In this case, we go
back to the words of book of Matthew and consider its context.  We do not come to the table
with any preconceived ideas of what is being conveyed.  We come with fresh eyes and open
minds, as we explained in the articles, Preparing for Truth and Receiving Truth. We imagine
ourselves in the audience of the speaker or the writer, whatever the case may be, and endeavor to
understand the matter as an audience member of the day would have understood it.  In this way,
we strip away all of what we consider to be superfluous baggage and find our way to the plain
and open and unadulterated teachings of Jesus.  

Because we pursue our studies in this way, our understanding often differs from what is
considered mainstream Christian theology.  But we believe our understanding is more in line
with what was actually being conveyed.  So far, the evidence indicates we have been correct.  But
we remain open to correction and will make such corrections when they are needed.  However, in
this case, we do not believe a correction is in order. Let us explain.

Again, the scripture states:

“In reply he said to them: ‘A wicked and adulterous generation
keeps on seeking for a sign, but no sign will be given it except the
sign of Jonah the prophet. For just as Jonah was in the belly of
the huge fish three days and three nights, so the Son of man will be
in the heart of the earth three days and three nights. Men of
Nineveh will rise up in the judgment with this generation and will
condemn it; because they repented at what Jonah preached, but,
look! something more than Jonah is here.” – Matthew 12:39-41

Jesus says the sign of Jonah caused the men of Nineveh to repent.  If we assume the sign
of Jonah is Jonah being in the belly of the huge fish for 3 days, then we have to ask: how did
Jonah being in the belly of the fish cause the Ninevites to repent?  A review of the account in the
book of Jonah does not indicate that the people of Nineveh had any knowledge of Jonah’s ordeal
with the fish. It clearly states that the people repented because of Jonah’s preaching.  Thus, we
conclude the sign was not his miraculous rescue from the fish, but his preaching. 

Reading the context, Matthew 12:22-45, reveals that Jesus had just performed some
miracles.  The Pharisees, who did not believe in Jesus, could not deny that Jesus had the power to
perform miracles.  But they wanted him to prove that the power behind his miracles was God and
not demons.  Jesus had already explained why his power could not have come from the ruler of
the demons, but the Pharisees were not satisfied.  This prompted Jesus to call them ‘a wicked and
adulterous generation’ because they ‘keep on’ seeking for a sign. 

That is when Jesus said the only sign he will give to them is the same sign Jonah gave to
the Ninevites – his preaching about a coming destruction – which sign Jesus did give just before
his death as recorded in the 23  and 24  chapters of Matthew.  Since Jesus said he would notrd th

give them a further miraculous sign, he surely would not have been referring them to his
miraculous resurrection.
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We further know that Jesus was referring to preaching not miracles because of the very
next illustration he used:

“The queen of the south will be raised up in the judgment with this
generation and will condemn it; because she came from the ends of
the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon, but, look! something
more than Solomon is here.” – Matthew 12:42

In this illustration, Jesus is praising the one who sought wisdom, not miracles. This is
consistent with the commendation of the Ninevites who heeded Jonah’s preaching and acted
wisely.  Just as Jesus was ‘something more than Jonah’ because of his superior preaching, Jesus
was ‘something more than Solomon’ because of his greater wisdom.  Both references concern a
message, a teaching – not miraculous interventions. Both the queen of the south and the
Ninevites will judge that generation because they listened to the ‘greater’ one. 

But if we are correct that the sign of Jonah was his preaching and not his ordeal with the
huge fish, then what did Jesus mean when he referred to Jonah being in the belly of the fish and
him being in the heart of the earth?  To us, it seems that Jesus was simply establishing a common
ground with Jonah.  We might illustrate it like this:

Two men were on a golf course. One was a lawyer, one was a doctor.  The doctor noticed
that the lawyer was a very good golfer, so he said: “You remind me of my brother.  He is also a
lawyer. The last time I golfed with him, he made a hole in one!” The doctor was commenting on
was the skill of the lawyer as a golfer.  The reference to him being a lawyer was just to establish a
commonality between the lawyer and his brother.  

In the same way we believe Jesus’ reference to Jonah being in the belly of the fish and
Jesus being in the heart of the earth is a reference that establishes commonality between Jesus
and Jonah so that those in the audience, especially the Pharisees, could get the sense of the
seriousness of Jesus’ ministry.

As we said above, this is our understanding.  This is how we see the matter.  You may
still disagree, and that is fine.  The most important thing we want you to take away from our
response is that whatever the sign of Jonah was, the account of the Ninevites continues to serve
as a lesson and a possibility for our generation.  Paul wrote:

“For all the things that were written aforetime were written for our
instruction, that through our endurance and through the comfort
from the Scriptures we might have hope.” – Romans 15:4

We find the account of the Ninevites comforting for it shows that man does have a say in
his own destiny.  It demonstrates that the Father does listen to His people, so we can rest assured
that if our generation does find its way to repentance, our merciful Father will act according to
His nature and be merciful.  That is the point of the article, Bringing Heaven Down – The
Perfect Will of God.  And we stand by that article.

“Elaia Luchnia”
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