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Introduction to Jonah

JoNAH, NAHUM, HABAKKUK, AND ZEPHANIAH are four of the minor prophets.
Although they are “minor” in length (each is about fifty verses), they are a
crucial portion of God's revelation to his people. Originally, they were part
of one scroll called “The Book of the Twelve,” which included Hosea, Joel,
Amos, Obadiah, Jonab, Micah, Nabum, Habakkuk, Zepbaniah, Haggai,
Zechariah, and Malachi These twelve cover approximately three hundred
significant years (750 B.C. to 450 B.C.) of Israel's prophetic tradition, Their
car'l_onical order is based on biblical references to the prophets' political activ-
ity. The first five prophets (Hosea to Jonah) were active sometime during the
reign of Jeroboam II (d. 746 B.C.), king of the ten northern tribes. Micah was
active just after that time (Micah 1:1), probably until 701 B.C., when Jerusalem
almost fell to the Assyrians (see Isa. 36-39).

After a period of seventy years, Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah speak,
during the new crisis of the rise of Babylon, which destroyed Nineveh
(Nahum's prophecy) and would later destroy Judah (Habakkuk's and Zepha-
niah's prophecies). Jeremiah was a contemporary of these prophets. None of
the minor prophets prophesied during the seventy-year Babylonian exile.
The last three (Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi) coincide with the return
from exile and the rebuilding of Jerusalem and the temple. The four books
covered in this commentary are at the center of “The Book of the Twelve.”
They call God's people to consider what it means to be faithful when violent
enemies press upon them.

Jonah's Content and Messages

THE BOOK OF Jonah contains only fifty-eight verses, but those few verses
include a storm at sea, the conversion of sailors, a miraculous rescue, a song
of praise, the repentance of Israel's archenemy, and an intensely honest dia-
logue between the Yahweh and Israel's most reluctant prophet. They reveal
the nature of Yahweh's relationship to the Gentile sailors, to [srael's enemy
Nineveh, to nonhuman creation (the wind, a fish, vine, worm, and cattle),
as well as to his messenger Jonah. The book is, in many ways, a microcosm
of God's relationship to his whole creation in history. Although the narrative
is sometimes melodramatic, it covers serious subject matter. It provides an

1. Micah is too long to be included in this volume.
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occasion for discussion of what no one really wants to tglk about: C.todrsO rtzitz
in the persistence of evil in the world. Jonah is.engéged in an éa}:néso dpaboUt
(his running away from Nineveh) and discussion (in ch. 4) wit

i inevites,
the'l\',;::li}l:;f:e of life and death s developed in all four chapters, as the na}llr-
rative explores life in relationship to Yahweh. The text ’cor.xsn.delrs t HC
Ninevites' evil and their repentance, Jonah's response to God's difficult ca .

who relents from sending calamity” (4:2b).

Jonah runs from Yahweh's presence (in Israel) by boarding a ship for
Tarshish, and Yahweh "hurls” 5 great wind to slow him down. The storm

causes the sailors, whose Jives are on the line (1.5-12) 1o cry out to their own

tlots to discover whose sin caused such a vio-

great fish. [t pe

within the belly of the
8ins with 5 Summary
with four mor

and cry” and continues
€ stanzas (verses) e Jonah's distress in the water
fore he wag swallowed (2:3-6). '€ Waves at the surface swept over him,
and he longed for the temple, sun ¢, the seaweed on the bottom, and finally

—_—
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Introduction to Jonah

to the ocean floor (2:6). The song of thanks concludes with Jonah's refrain,
and he declares that “salvation comes from the LORD.” Yahweh's fish then
vomits Jonah onto dry land (2:7-10).

Jonah 3 concerns the Ninevites' (and their animals)) relationship to the
Creator. When Yahweh's word comes to Jonah “a second time," he obeys
immediately, and he completes the mission on the first day: “The Ninevites
believed God” (3:1=5). The king hears how the city has been overturned in
repentance. He, too, responds in belief and in hope that God will “with com-
passion turn from his fierce anger.” God does (3:6-10).

Chapter 4 returns to Jonah's relationship with God and highlights
Jonah's anger and God's abiding love. Jonah has fulfilled his calling to
Nineveh only under the threat of his own death (see ch. 2). Now his
anger with Yahweh's way is made fully manifest (4:1-5). In an attempt to
demonstrate his compassion and make his point, Yahweh sends a vine to
shade him, then a worm to destroy the shade, and finally a scorching
wind (4:6—8). The book concludes as Yahweh reasons with Jonah, declar-
ing his concern for all he has created, including 120,000 Ninevites as
well as their cattle (4:9—-11).

Interpretations

THROUGH THE CENTURIES Christians have held many diverse and wide-
ranging interpretations of the primary message of Jonah. The narrative’s rich
imagery and plentiful themes help explain this diversity. Commentaries
have, unfortunately, often focused on one salient message or another as if
it were the message of the whole. Four general messages have been devel-
oped through the centuries of interpretation that continue to influence
our understanding of Jonah today, although each limits the book in its
own way.?

The Sovereignty of God and a Moral Tale:
~ John Calvin and Disney’s Pinocchio

THIS TRADITION OF interpretation presents Jonah as a negative example. Calvin t
suggests that Jonah wrote this account in order to teach us the futility of flee-
ing from God. Jonah is severely chastised by Calvin for his “disgraceful obsti-
nacy” in fleeing his duty for the pleasures of Tarshish.* In a secular twist on !
this view, Walt Disney's movie Pinocchio (which rewrote the original book

2. See Yvonne Sherwood, A Biblical Text and Its Afterlives: The Survival of Jonab in Western Cul-
ture (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2000) for a fine history of interpretation.
3. Cited, with an extensive summary of this theme in ibid., 32—-42.
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with Jonah-like themes) portrays a rebellious puppet who is swallowed by a
whale. The moral fairy tale of “the sufferings of the disobedient” plays out a
warning similar to Calvin's reading of Jonah.* The characters of both Jonah
and Pinocchio are portrayed as negative moral examples, whose behavior
and attitudes we are to avoid in order to thwart suffering. The purpose of
Jonah is to make ys obedient through the fear of Yahweh.

A related vein of interpretation has been to see Jonah as an allegory for
1 the church’ responsibility to missionary outreach. When one is called to

protest that God invites (with Abraham, Jacob, Moses, and many of the
prophets). Neither does it consider Jesus' positive assessment of Jonah as an
example in relation to himself (Matt, 12:39-41; Luke 11.29-32).

Y Cry out to their gods and to
orm (not necessarily for repentance). Jonah does

chapter 3 by simply gives thanks for his unex-
ect i .
pected deliverance. Jonah once again does not Tepent in chapter 4 (though

:s:;:h‘c:};‘:‘:a:zm?) l?ut Temains angry and defiant before God. In addi-
accepted becaus: afe gn-ch' 4) for pardon is nog that the Ninevites should
argues, rather ¢ ho their r6pent.ance (even though that s necessary). He
. +that they are tg be Pitied as hjg ignorant creation (4:11). Cer-

not repent in hjg prayer in



Introduction to Jonab

Jonah Is Submitted to Scientific Proofs

POPULARIZED BY REV. E. PUSEY'S 1860 commentary, this relatively recent tra-
dition focuses on the size and species of the fish/whale, the size of the fish's
larynx and stomach, the availability of breathable air, and so on.¢ In this view
Jonah is a litmus test of one's belief in science as a means of proving the
veracity of the Bible. This approach limits the message of Jonah to two verses
and a specific nineteenth-century view of reality (1:17: "But the LORD pro-
vided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three days
and three nights’; 2:10: “And the LORD commanded the fish, and it vomited
Jorrlah onto dry land.”).

Preoccupation with the big fish (the Heb. has “big fish," not “whale") has
had both a positive and negative effect on the interpretation of Jonah in com-
munities of faith, Positively, the great fish has kindled imagination and inter-
est in Jonah as a book “Negatively, however, the great fish has so dominated
this interpretation that the discussion of the book has been limited to this ques-
tion: "Was Jonah really swallowed by that whale2, This question has served
as a distraction from God's Word. For some, it is a test of literary sophistica-
tion, and to answer "yes" excludes you from the company of the supposedly
well-read. Answer "no,” and many will assume that you do not believe in mir-
acles, or worse, in the authority of Scripture. When this litmus test is over,
many assume that everything important about Jonah has been settled.

As to the question whether Jonah was really swallowed by the "whale,”
people of faith offer two possibilities: Either it really happened, or this is a
literary device in a parable, telling a wonderful story of instruction. Some
Christian interpreters have used this second approach in an attempt to res-
cue the book of Jonah for people of faith. Their motivation was to save the
message (kerygma) of biblical books by demythologizing texts like Jonah.

T personally have no difficulty believing that the prophet was actually
engulfed, housed, and vomited by a great fish. This miracle is easier to believe
than the greater miracle of the Ninevites immediate repentance. But the
actuality of the fish is not an article of Christian faith. Many people of faith
believe the bodily resurrection of Jesus and all his miracles, yet regard Jonah
as similar to Jesus’ story of the good Samaritan (Luke 10:29-37). It is even
possible to hold to the doctrine of the inerrancy of the original manuscripts
of Scripture and regard Jonah as a unique parable about a real prophet
(2 Kings 14:25). In any case, no other prophetic book is so focused on the
prophet and filled with such parable-like writing.

As much as 1 believe the events described in the book, we should resist
the use of the “whale” question as a litmus test for orthodoxy. Such a question

6. Sherwood, A Biblical Text, 42—47.
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s discovering
obfuscates the Word of God in Jonah and preempts a reajebrs g:rcmodem
God's message for today. That message must not be ECthleme SyS e
preoccupations with physical phenomena. Tht? p0w§r ool o his e
onciliation with God, his Creating power, and his per]sllstention rspe
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the book? This unanticipated deliverance was a su.rprllze ].toerance ’when
expected to die in the water. His own mi.raCL'llous physni:;l : l\;mh ev;l o
,'"(‘ all hope was lost, caused him to rethink his views on God’s w. y

Jonah and Typologies: -
Like o Reluctant Israel or Like Christ?

IN A FOURTH interpretation, Jonah
of a prideful and haughty Jew (

has been reshaped as a type or exarr\ndP(li‘?
or Israel). Especially at the end of the Mi

e

his
s forgiveness and grace. Unfortunately, t

" ' like

cumbs to the implication nanow-mlrﬁdéd, .
w N . . —_—
the Jews” and leads to human judgment and disdain (anti-Semitism), the i

ith its inherent
sion of the forgiveness and grace of God. Such a typology with its inhe

anti-Semitigm deconstructs its own purpose and ought to be avoided.
The Jewish holocayst of th i

ment of Christjan interpretation, T}
% do not support the split]ew-Gentile
3gainst the (Centile Pagan) sailors wh
‘7 subsequent sacrifice to Yahweh that
Jerusalem “Gentiles" (goyim) are never

© Pray to their own gods, nor for thélf
takes place on the ship, rather than in

Mentioned or even alluded to as Jonah's
problem. Jonahs issue with Nineveh s ts violence and wickedness (see com-
mentson 1.3, 3 8, 10). These problemg pertain to Israe] a5 well, as we see in
the other Prophetic books.

of Jesus' own ministry, death, and
fesurrection (Mgt 12:39-41; Luke 112

=32). Jonah—in the ship, in the
ack on dry Jand (chs. 1 and 2)




Introduction to Jonah

ity. The limitations of any typology apply to this reading as well. If Jonah is
read Christologically, it is no longer read as Jonah. Yet, Jesus has pointed out
a positive lens through which the prophet ought to be (but almost never is)
viewed. The positive application of this theme will be explored in the Con-
temporary Significance section of chapter 1.

It is presently in fashion to claim that since Jonah does not state a pur-
pose or single theme, since it contains so many theological themes and pos-
sibilities, and since it has such a long and diverse history of interpretation,
determining a single theme is imprudent. The complexities and diverse won-
ders of the text should all be faithfully considered.® Jonah certainly is rich in
text and in interpretation. This commentary attempts to reflect some of that
great inheritance. At the same time, limitations of space and the commitment
to edify the church require at least some general proposal of theme.

The Rehabilitation of Jonah’s Reputation in Our Eyes

UNDERSTANDING JONAH AS a true prophet of God, in its original biblical
context, is a challenge for evangelical readers. As long as we insist that
Jonah is an example of a "bad" prophet, we will never understand why Jesus
used him as a twofold “good” example. Jesus' favorable view of the prophet
invites us to remove our modern theological lenses and examine Jonah's
biblical roots and the context of other faithful prophets. Jesus' positive
appraisal of Jonah leads us to consider him as a faithful example of preach-
ing (ch. 3) and challenges our preconceptions of the prophet's motivations
for fleeing to Tarshish.

Jonah was a faithful prophet because God was deeply involved in his life
at every stage. Jonah's frailty in running from God's call is not hidden from
view, but Jesus neither vilifies nor blames him for it. His reputation as a true
prophet is not tarnished. Few biblical figures are iron-clad in their faithful-
ness (perhaps Joseph or Daniel comes the closest). Most of them confirmed
God's call on their lives first by resisting it. This pattern of “call—resis-
tance—call confirmed with a sign” is repeated in the lives of many people
whom God called to difficult tasks, including Abraham, Sarah, Moses, Jere-
miah, Jonah, and even the apostle Peter.

God visited Abraham four times with the promise that he would make him
a great nation (Gen. 12:1-3; 15:1-6; 17:1-21; 18:1—15). After Yahweh's
first call (Gen. 12), Abram went forth from Haran, but in Egypt he relied on
trickery to save himself, thereby jeopardizing Sarai in Pharaoh’s harem
(12:10-20). Called a second time (Gen. 15), Abram argued with God and

8. Cf, Phyllis Trible, “The Book of Jonah," in Tbe New Interpreter's Bible (Nashville: Abing-
don, 1996), 7:490.
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is hei ed, simply
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Introduction to Jonab

Jeremiah resisted Yahweh to the point that he cried out for his own death
(Jer. 20:14—18), much like Jonah (Jonah 1:12; 4:3, 8, 9). This is an integral
part of the life of prophets who are called to the most difficult tasks. Jonah's
flight from Israel was not moral rebellion as it is sometimes described. It was
prophetic resistance, in the classical Old Testament tradition, to an extremely
difficult word from Yahweh (forgiveness of the terror-mongers of Nineveh).
God honored Jonah's resistance, as he honored the resistance of Abram,
Moses, and Jeremiah. Yahweh confirmed his call by facing him and deliver-
ing him from death.?

If we return Jonah to his Old Testament context, our modern "iron-clad”
view of him and of prophets in general may be rehabilitated. In Scripture God
does not work with automatons but with people. of intelligence and integrity,
whose authentic humanity is part of his difficult work in the world. Jonah's
protest in running was both a genuine protestand a theological rebellion (sin).
Nonetheless, God is not surprised (as we are) that those whom he calls strug-
gle with that call. If we rehabilitate our view of Jonah, we may also find our-
selves and our own hidden protests against God rehabilitated as well. We may
find hope for our struggles against the persistence and longevity of violent
persons and nations who inflict terror on civilian populations. When we
consider that God's plan is that even these people come to repentance and
be forgiven, we may have a new appreciation for Jonah's flight.

Historical Context

THE PROPHET JONAH, son of Amittai, is mentioned twice in the Old Testa-
ment (2 Kings 14:25; Jonah 1:1). In 2 Kings 14:23-27 he is described as a
true prophet:

In the fifteenth year of Amaziah son of Joash king of Judah, Jer-
oboam son of Jehoash king of Israel became king in Samaria, and he
reigned forty-one years. He did evil in the eyes of the LORD and did
not turn away from any of the sins of Jeroboam son of Nebat, which
he had caused Israel to commit. He was the one who restored the
boundaries of Israel from Lebo Hamath to the Sea of the Arabah, in
accordance with the word of the LORD, the God of Israel, spoken
through his servant Jonah son of Amittai, the prophet from Gath Hepher.

9. A New Testament case could also be made for this scall—resistance—call confirmed
with a sign” pattern from the lives of apostles Peter and Paul. Paul even boasts about his
human weakness (1 Cor. 2:3; 15:43; 2 Cor. 11:30). His early zealous resistance to the
gospel in the name of God, which in turn prepared him for his uniquely effective apostle-
ship, is well known.

.25
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The layers of history may echo the same enduring question, regardless of
date: “If the violent repent, should God forgive them without consequence for
their actions?" Jonah's objection is always relevant.

Time Chart: Historical Events and the
Canonical Order of the Twelve Minor Prophets

THE CANONICAL SETTING of the book is essential for understanding why Jonah
ran from Yahweh's call to Nineveh. The narrative of Jonah is set (by the bib-
lical canon) in the eighth century B.C. during the days of Jeroboam Il (786—
746 B.C.). “Jonah son of Amittai" is the prophet of 2 Kings 14:25, and the
style and content of Jonah easily fit following the Elijah and Elisha narratives
of 1 Kings 17—2 Kings 13. Jonah follows Hosea and Amos, his contemporaries,
who also prophesied during the reign of Jeroboam 1I. Micah follows Jonah
since Micah prophesied after the death of Jeroboam Il (Mic. 1:1).

PRegardless of when Jonah reached its final form, it is presented in the
Book of the Twelve as a book to be understood and interpreted in an eighth-
century contextyln the eighth century Assyria had already established a
hundred-year-old reputation throughout the ancient Near East as a cruel
enemy. Near the end of Jonah's life Assyria was rising to its greatest height
of power and terror. The following chart demonstrates Jonah's canonical
(biblical) context.

Event Date B.C.
Death of Ashurnasirpal Il (Assyria), who boasted of his

violence and torture )
Battle of Qarqar: Shalmanezer III* (Assyria) defeats

King Ahab (Israel) e
Death of Jeroboam II** 7aL
Beginning of Assyrian domination of ancient Near East 745
Israel pillaged by Tiglath-Pileser 1l (Assyria) (2 Kings 15) 734-732

Building of Nineveh into a “great city” by Tiglath-Pileser I1I 727
Israel’s northern ten tribes are destroyed/enslaved by

Shalmanezer V 722
Prophet Micah's arrival in Jerusalem (after Jeroboam) before 701
Sennacherib of Assyria besieges (but does not capture)

Jerusalem and sacks Judean cities (2 Kings 18—19) 701
Josiah (Judah) reforms Jerusalem in the ways of Yahweh

(2 Kings 22-23) 621
Nahum active in Jerusalem, prophesies Assyria's (Nineveh's) fall 615
Ninevehs fall to Babylonians and Medes 612

27
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Habakkuk prophesies the fall of Judah to Babylon N 605
§ Zephaniah prophesies of Judah’s judgment and surviving .
| remnant*** . o
Babylonians capture Jerusalem and first exiles deported
i Jerusalem falls again after rebellion, major deportation 586
| Babylon falls to Cyrus (Persian), exiles begin to return
to the land 539
é'd Haggai and Zechariah prophesy during reign of 50
b Darius | (Persia)
£ Malachi prophesies during the Ezra~Nehemiah mission 460-430
' *According to Shalmanezer I1l, Ahab lost 2000 chariots and 10,000 men, Israel paid trib-
ute to Assyria,

**Prophets Hosea, Joel, Amos, and Obadiah

of the reign of Jeroboam || (Israel). Jonah prophesied correctly during this reign that Jer-
y oboam I woyld restore Israel's borders (2 Kings 14:25-27). d hope
i ***Placed out of sequence in the biblica] canon probably because the remnant had hop
in his prophecy,

q ; rt
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post-battle tortures where piles of heads, hands, and feet, and heads impaled
on poles—eight heads to a stake—were displayed. They pulled out the
tongues and testicles of live victims and burned the young alive.

Those who survived the sack of their city were tied in long lines of
enslavement and deported to Assyrian cities to labor on building projects.
Tens of thousands in hundreds of cities suffered this fate over the two hun-
dred and fifty years of the Assyrians' reign of terror (c. 883-612). Two Assyr-
ian kings distinguished themselves in boasting of cruelty before the time of
the prophet Jonah son of Amittai. Ashurnasirpal 11 (883-859 B.C.) wrote, for
example:

[ flayed [the skin from] as many nobles as had rebelled against me
[and] draped their skins over the pile [of corpses). ... | cut off the
heads of their fighters [and] built [with them] a tower before their
city. | burnt their adolescent boys [and] girls. . .. | captured many
troops alive: | cut off of some their arms [and] hands; I cut off of oth-
ers their noses, ears, [and] extremities. | gouged out the eyes of many
troops. | made one pile of the living [and] one of the heads. | hung their
heads on trees around the city.!?

Ashurnasirpal’s son, Shalmaneser IIl (858824 B.C.), is famous for his pic-
torial depictions of cruelty in large stone relief wall panels. A description of
one panel is enough:

We see an Assyrian soldier grasping the hand and arm of a [living] cap-
tured enemy whose other hand and both feet have already been cut
off. Dismembered hands and feet fly through the scene. Severed
enemy heads hang from the conquered city's walls.™

This cultural tradition of boasting of torture continued in Assyrian records
in the eighth century, as Assyria expanded its empire. Tiglath-Pileser Il (744~
727 B.C.) threatened Israel, capturing and deporting some of the population
(2 Kings 15:29). Shalmaneser V (726-722 B.C.) sacked Samaria (2 Kings
18:10). Sargon I (722-705B.C.) finished the job in 722, leading to what we
now call the “ten lost tribes of Israel.” He enslaved 27,290 Israelites accord-
ing to his record. Sennacherib (705681 8.C.), who moved the capital of
Assyria to Nineveh, besieged the people of Jerusalem. Yahweh delivered
them miraculously (at the time of King Hezekiah and Isaiah), although the
surrounding towns and villages fell and were plundered (2 Kings 19).”

13. Quoted in ibid., 57-58.

14. Ibid., 58,

15. Jerusalem later survived by paying tribute, but it was destroyed by the Babylonians
114 years later.

—
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Given this historical context, the prophet Jonah was in a difficult §itua-
tion. Yahweh asked him to 80 to his cultural enemies and proclaim Judg;,
ment in the capital city ("Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned,
3:4). He was asked to risk his life preaching and had no guarantees that he

would not, like other unwelcomed prophets, be killed. Yet if he succeeded
in his mission and they repented, he would

not be welcome in Israel. No one,
_ including God's chosen prophet, desired the possibility and threat of thefr
Jé»_l enduring existence. He was caught between a rock and a hard place. In this

: situation, many would, |ike Jonah, act on the third possibility, that of flight.

Literary Elements and Meaning

JONAH Is AN imaginative and superfative narrative. Most of the places, emotions,
and events are called “great.” The Hebrew root gd! is used fifteen times in the
book in the following ways: 1:2 ("great city of Nineveh"); 1.4 ("great wind" and
such a violent [it., great] storm"); 1:10 ("this terrified them”, lit., “they feared a
great fear'); 1:12 (‘great storm’), 1,16 ("greatly feared the LORD"); 1.17 (“great
fish"); 3.2 ("great city of Nineveh"), 3.3 (“a very important city”; lit., "a great city
to God"), 3.5 ("from the greatest [person] to the least”); 3.7 (“nobles”, lit., "great
g ones’); 4.1 (‘greatly displeased”, lit., "great calamity"); 4:6 ("very happy’; lit.,
“greatly joyful"); 410 ("make jt grow"; lit., "make it great”); 4:11 (“"great city").
's greatness” gives the story of Jonah timeless appeal to teachers and

o . le or a satire. [¢ looks like a historical
851n 2 Kings, byt itis in the “book of the prophets.”

—_——
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Jonah is most like the book of Job: a dialogue between God and a pious
man who does not agree with God's way in the world. It is a didactic story
of the wisdom tradition (included among prophets, because Jonah is a
prophet in 2 Kings 14:25). This form of piety is common in the Old Testa-
ment, though it is not common in many Christian communities of faith.
God invites his people into conversation, and even disputes, concerning his
way in the world.

Jonah's argument with God is not unique, but Jonah runs away in refusal
of his call. Ironically, when he is “convinced” to accept it, he is unbelievably
successful. The whole city repents without an argument after only one day
of a three-day mission. Rather than rejoicing, however, Jonah becomes sui-
cidal, despairing of his own prophetic success.

The book is full of ironies. He is a frue prophet who at first refuses to
prophesy. Jonah says, “I worship the LORD, the God of heaven, who made
the sea and the land” (1:9b), but he runs from God on the sea, to another land
(see Bridging Contexts on 1:9). He refuses (ch. 1) and is reluctant (ch. 3) to
prophesy, yet the sailors and the Ninevites all turn to Yahweh. He leads the
sailors and the Ninevites to the brink of death, but Yahweh saves them all.
Pagans (sailors and Ninevites) turn to Yahweh in crisis (1:14; 3:5). Jonah
runs (1:3) and walks away (4:5).

All this irony has a purpose for the reader and the message of the book.
Things are not as simple as they seem. Jonah's protest and dialogue with
Yahweh raises complex questions about Cods relationship to the wicked of
the world. His ironic responses draw the reader in to take a second look at the
prophet who says more by his protestations and conversations than by the
few words of his formal prophecy. Jonah reveals God's identity and way in
the world through his conversations, arguments, and whole life of protest and
response. He is an atypical prophet, but he is true to his calling, even in protest.

Structure
JONAH Has A simple parallel structure, with two parallel stories.

* Jonah is with the pagan sailors/pagan Ninevites (chs. 1, 3).
* Jonah speaks to Yahweh (chs. 2, 4).

Seven scenes are established by divisions in the ancient manuscript.'e
This commentary further subdivides these seven scenes by rhetorical signs

16. Our Hebrew Bible is the Masoretic Text from the Leningrad codex, 1008 A.D. -Its
authenticity is confirmed by the Dead Seas Scroll of Jonah, discovered in 1955; it was hid-
den in Cave 4 near the Dead Sea around A.D. 90.
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¢

ROM INSIDE THE fish, Jonah prayed to the LORD his God.
He said.

“In my distress | called to the Lorp,
and he answered me.
From the depths of the grave [ called for help,
and you listened to my cry.
*You hurled me into the deep,
into the very heart of the seas,
and the currents swirled about me,
all your wavyes and breakers
Swept over me.
*I'said, I have been banished
from your sight;
yet | will look again
toward your holy temple.’
SThe engulfing waters threatened me,
the deep Surrounded me,
seaweed wag Wrapped around my head.
*To the roots of the mountains | sank down;
the earth beneath barred me in forever.

But you brought my life up from the pit,
O Lorp my God,

"When my life wag ebbing away,
| remembered you, Lorp,
and my Prayer roge to you,
to your holy temple,
*Those whe cling to Wworthless idolg
forfeit the 8race that could pe theirs.
*But L, with 5 song of thanksgiving,
i ice to yoy,
at | haye vowed I will make gdod.
Salvation comes from the Lorp.”
"°And the Lorp COmmanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah
onto dry Japg.
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( )I’lg ina Z JONAH 2 1S Jonah's psalm of thanks from within

: ' the belly of the fish. The song primarily recounts
Meani U788 Jonah's distress in the water and gives thanks for
his rescue. It begins with a summary of his cry
for help (2:2) and continues with four more stanzas describing Jonah's sink-
ing in the water before he is swallowed by the fish (2:3-6). In the refrain (2.7
9) Jonah summarizes his cry for rescue and declares Yahweh as the true
source of salvation. Then, the narrator tells us, Yahweh talked to the fish, and
“it vomited Jonah onto dry land” (2:10).

The amazing context of this poetic prayer is Jonah's gratitude while inside
the fish. He fully expected to die in the water. His thanksgiving within the
belly of a fish is a proclamation of joy, with the realization that God has
delivered him in spite of his running. Though he is not yet on dry land, his
faith reaches a new dimension of understanding. He seems to have no doubt
that, as he was delivered from drowning, he will also eventually be delivered
safely to the shore.

Readers of narratives are sometimes tempted to move too quickly through
poetry. This song, however, is critical to the interpretation of the book and
may be the theologically richest part. Its content helps us to understand
Jonah's point of view, as he speaks in the first person. The poem also offers
a window into the nature and circumstances of true gratitude (see Contem-
porary Significance).

Inside the Fish (2:1)

IN CHAPTER 1, the captain of the sailors asked Jonah to pray to his god, and
Jonah ignored him (1:6). Here for the first time Jonah speaks directly to
Yahweh in response to his physical and unusual deliverance.! This is the
prophet at his best, giving thanks for deliverance before be is on dry land.
Surprisingly, perhaps, he does not mention the small problem of his res-
idency in the fish. He demonstrates his comprehension of the miracle of
deliverance and his full dependence on the mercy and compassion of Yah-
weh. He is grateful to be in Yahweh's keeping, even as he remains in the
fish's belly.

The Hebrew text raises the question of whether the fish is male or female.
In 1:17 noun “fish” is a masculine noun (dag) while in 2:1 fish" is a feminine
noun (dagab). It is possible that the anomaly is a scribal error (in 2:10, "the
fish" is male again.). However, interpreters have attributed various meanings

1. Note that later (4:4~5), he again walks away without responding to Yahweh's
question.
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he is drowning (2:6). The sands (bars) of the floor of the sea will be his grave,
but Yahweh brings him up (by a fish).

The major theme of “going down" and being "brought up” by Yahweh as
seen in chapter 1 is also present in chapter 2. Jonah calls from the depths of
the grave (2:2). He is "hurled . . . into the deep” (2:3). He is banished from the
temple (mount) in 2:4. "The deep surrounded” him (2:5). He “sank down” to the
"roots of the mountains,” but Yahweh brings his “life up from the pit" (2:6). In
the refrain (2:7-9), Jonah's “prayer ros¢” to Yahweh in the temple (“temple”
can mean “God's heavenly dwelling place,” as in Ps. 11:4). Finally, Jonah
leaves the depths and is vomited up, out of the depths of the sea, out of the
depths of the fish, “onto dry land” (2:10).

An interesting and common Old Testament structure, called a chiasmus,”
is present in this prayer. In the midst of Jonah's going “deeper and deeper,”
this structure demonstrates the “center” of Jonah' faith. A chiasm often fol-
lows the pattern AB C B’ A The “parallels” (A B/B’ A) are created by the rep-
etition of words or themes (see words in italics, below).# The center (C) is
created by its isolation between the parallels. This center is often not only
the structural center but also the interpretive (and theological) center of the
rhetorical unit.

A (2:2) In my distress [ called to the LoRrD, and he answered me.
From the depths of the grave | called for help, and you listened to my cry.
B (2:3) You hurled me into the deep, into the very heart of the seas,
and the currents swirled about me; all your waves and breakers
swept over me.
C (2:4) I said, "I have been banished from your sight;
yet [ will look again toward your holy temple.”
B' (2:5) The engulfing waters threatened me, the deep surrounded me;
seaweed was wrapped around my head.
A’ (2:6) To the roots of the mountains | sank down; the earth beneath
barred me in forever.
But you brought my life up from the pit, O LORD my God.

In the first stanza (2.2 [A]), the phrases “in my distress" and "depths of th.e
grave” refer to Jonah's drowning in the sea as he is sinking. (He cpnﬁrms his
€Xperience of drowning in 2:7). "He answered me” and "You listened to my

7. The best source for studying Old and New Testament chiasms is Nils W. Lund, Chi-
asmus in the New Testament. A Study in the Form and Function of Chiastic Structures (Peabody, Mass.:
Hendrickson, 1992), .

8. Sometimes the repetition is only recognized in the original Hebrew, since English
translations vary.
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For he spoke and stirred up a tempest
that lifted high the waves.
They mounted up to the heavens
and went down to the depths [tehomot];
in their peril their courage melted away. (Ps. 107:24-26)

The NIV translates the second “chaos” word (tehom) as “deep” in Jonah 2:5
as well. Jonah continues describing the experience of the deep: “into the
very heart of the sea, and the currents swirled about me.” “Waves" in 2:3b is,
literally, “rollers"—from the same root (gal) as the name “Gilgal” (based on
its rolling hill country.) A whisper of hope is seen in the adjective “your," as
even the deep belongs to and is an agent of Yahweh.

Stanza 3 is the centerpiece of the five stanzas (2:4 [C]). It is set apart by
Jonah's quoting himself ("] said") so that the listener/reader cannot miss the
central point. It is the first indication that Jonah regrets leaving his place in
the presence of Yahweh in the temple. It is the turning point. In 1:3 he “ran
away from the LORD and headed for Tarshish.” Here he turns for the first time
to look back (“Yet [ will look again toward").

Jonah remembers his own words: ‘I said, 'l have been banished.” When
Jonah says “banished” (garas), it means he feels he has no option of return. Jonah
was not banished from Yahweh's sight when he ran to Joppa's port; he ran of
his own volition. He was not banished in the storm or through his inspired
word to the sailors that the storm would become calm if they threw him
overboard. Jonah experienced the banishment when he was lifted up and
hurled over the gunwale, and then hit the water. The word garad means
“thrown out.” At the moment he was physically “hurled" or “cast out” of the
ship, he realized, apparently for the first time, that he could no longer keep
his options open. The physical reality resounded in the disconsolate cry: 1
have been banished.”1® He could no longer choose to go back.

"Yet I will look again toward your holy temple” (2:4b). This turning and
looking is Jonah's hope. His offense was fleeing from the “presence of the
LORD" (i.e., his place of employment in the temple). Here Jonah demon-
strates his understanding of the power of simply turning again toward the
presence of Yahweh! Even when he is “banished” (with no option of return),
he can look to Yahweh. He cannot return, but he can turn and “look ...
toward.” The same word (nabat) is used when the Exodus people were dying
from snakebite in the desert: “So Moses made a bronze snake and put it up
on a pole. Then when anyone was bitten by a snake and looked at [nabat] the
bronze snake, he lived” (Num. 21:9).

10. His cry is set apart rhetorically as Jonah quotes himself in the words "I said.
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(291But |, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you.
Salvation belongs to the LORD.
What | have vowed | will make good.
Salvation belongs to the LORD.

In the first line (2:7a) Jonah recalls that he came as close as possible to
death before turning in helplessness to Yahweh. “When my life was ebbing
away [atap]’ appropriately uses tidal language to communicate Jonah's
fainting and feeble situation. When Jonah says, "l remembered you, LORD,"
this is more than simply recalling something to mind. In the Old Testament
remembering has theological connotations. Remembering Yahweh is Israel's
foremost responsibility, but Jonah did not remember Yahweh until his life
was almost gone. Moses warned Israel to “remember the LORD your God,
for it is he who gives you the ability to produce wealth, and so confirms
his covenant, which he swore to your forefathers, as it is today” (Deut.
8:18; cf. Ex. 20:2). They failed and “did not remember the LORD their God,
who had rescued them from the hands of all their enemies on every side”
(Judg. 8:34).

“Your holy temple” is a central theme of the second line (2:7b). Yahweh
is everywhere in the book of Jonah, but Jonah's specific references are always
toward the temple (1:3; 2:4, 7). This is sometimes seen as Jonah's foolishness,
especially since Yahweh comes to him in the storm, lots, and especially the
fish (and later in the vine, worm, and wind). When Yahweh converses with
Jonah about Nineveh (in ch. 4), he does not express great surprise that Yah-
weh is present on a hillside east of Nineveh. The presence of Yahweh in the
"holy temple” cannot be a reference to Jonah's view of Yahweh's singular
location. Rather, Yahweh's presence in the temple is a sign of the necessary
gathering of the worshiping community (see Bridging Contexts section).
Jonah never loses sight of the historically revealed Lord.

The third line (2:8a) about clinging to “worthless idols" is like a cannon-
ball, given the context of Jonah. To whom is it referring? It introduces pre-
viously unidentified idols, worshiped by someone. The sailors have already
worshiped Yahweh. Jonah is not confessing that he has been worshiping
idols. The unidentified idol worshipers must be those who hear or read
Jonah's witness and prayer. It may also allude to the sailors, who called upon
their gods (idols?) for salvation from the storm, to no avail.

Idolatry in Israel was a constant problem (Hos. 4:12; Amos 5:26; cf. Deut.
32:21). The original language synonyms for the word “worthless" (Sawe’) are
'lies, deceit, futility,” and it is used especially to refer to “false” prophets.
Coming from Jonah, such a reference may sound undeservedly smug. Jongb,
however, is preaching to his later readers. Clinging to “worthless idols" is
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what ought to be done about Nineveh. Here he concedes that he knows
that ultimately Yahweh is not bound by human rules of strict judgment/deliv-
erance. Jonah has just learned this firsthand, since he did not expect to be res-
cued from drowning.

The chapter closes with Jonah's return to dry land (2:10; see comments
on “dry land” at 1:13). Yahweh speaks (>amar) to the fish. This word is almost
always translated “commanded’ when God is the subject. When nonhuman
creation is the hearer of God's speech, there is no resistance to his word.
Only human beings need, in contrast, to be “commanded” by God. A sim-
ple word from the Creator is enough for the rest of the creation.

Jonah's regurgitation by the fish onto the land is not a happy transport,
but it is his salvation. In the Old Testament, vomiting is usually a metaphor
of judgment. As a biblical metaphor in Leviticus 18:25, 28; 20:22, the resi-
dents are spewed out of land, by the land, for disobedience to Yahweh. In con-
trast here, Jonah is spewed in spite of his disobedience. In Isaiah 28:4 Ephraim
(northern Israel), is “swallowed” in judgment like a ripe fig. In Jeremiah 51:34,
Jerusalem is swallowed, digested, and vomited out by Babylon. In Jonah, the
metaphor of being swallowed and vomited is turned on its head. Both the
swallowing and the vomiting are Jonah's salvation and deliverance.

TwO MAIN POINTS should be made concerning
~ this section of Jonah. On the one hand, the
Conlexts prayer/thanksgiving/psalm of Jonah from the
belly of the fish is a classic Old Testament psalm.
Commentators have traditionally interpreted Jonah's prayer in the context
of biblical praise. It is in the standard form of some psalms of thanks. Verse
6 encapsulates his gratitude. He declares that he was dying, but Yahweh res-
cued him.

On the other hand, interpreters have tried to resolve the tensions of the
psalm with the realities of the narrative. Jonah is not yet out of danger (he
is still at sea, in a fish), but he nonetheless gives thanks for his deliverance.
He claims piety in relation to God but has not repented of his flight from
God. He claims piety in relation to “idolaters’ (sailors, Ninevites, and Israelite
liSten'Srs/readers), but his actions in chapter 1 (and 4) betray him.

A range of strategies for resolving the tensions between the psalm and the
action of the narrative have been proposed. Interpreters have chosen to deny
the tension, ignore it for the truth of the piety, castigate Jonah for his shal-
lowness, or label his piety as ironic. These options will be described more
fully. None of them succeeds in removing the tension, and the enduring
truth of the tension remains.

Bridging
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gested that it was written in the safety of Jerusalem. Whatever the circum-
stances of its writing or origin, the song-prayer in the text is presented
between two notices: Jonah was swallowed, then gave a prayer, after which
he was vomited on dry land. It ought to be interpreted within this narrative
sequence.

For an interpreter who seeks the meaning of the whole text of Jonah as
we have received it in the canon, there is no compelling purpose for focus-
ing on the history of the composition of book. The psalm/prayer is an inte-
gral part of the narrative development.'® It expresses Jonah's deep gratitude
for his unexpected deliverance.ﬁ—le is not fully delivered, but the unbeliev-
able fish has turned Jonah's face back to Yahwethhe fish's appearance and
swallowing of the prophet are powerful signs, which establish some anticipa-
tion of the possibility of his full deliverance to dry land. Jonah's prayer of
thanks is the essential beginning of his experiential transformation (continued
in the vine, worm, and wind encounters). The complete confidence of the
prayer of thanks is not explicitly explained in the text. If one could read
Jonah's mind (which we cannot), one might think that he would be ponder-
ing how to get out of the fish alive.' How Jonah expresses his gratitude in
the psalm from the belly of the fish raises several other tensions.

Jonah claims piety in relation to “idolaters” (sailors and Ninevites).
Jonah says, “Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could
be theirs. But [, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you" (2:8-9a).
This claim creates a tension because of Jonah's rebellious actions in chapter
1 and his angry conversation with God in chapter 4. Tension is also created
by the abrupt reference to idolatry from a man with kelp wrapped around his
head (2:5). Yes, Jonah is truly grateful for his deliverance and promises to
complete the public service of thanksgiving in the temple. He expresses it,
however, by contrasting himself to “idolaters.”

The sailors are the only idolaters we have encountered, at a time when
they had to cajole Jonah to pray to his God, something he never does in the
narrative. While what Jonah says is true (idolaters forfeit grace, and their
Prayers to their gods are futile), it is spurious for Jonah to critique the sailors
in relation to himself. His God is true, but his piety seems less faithful than
theirs. In the storm, Jonah had little to be proud of in relation to the maringrs.
Both truths of the text (his gratitude for a true God and his expression of pride
in relation to the sailors) create an unresolved tension for the reader.

18. Ibid., 33,
19. Keil thought Jonah regarded the fish as a convincing ‘pledge of his future complete

?eliverance." The text says nothing about this complete mature faith. Noted in Kleinert,
onah, 26.
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thoroughgoing piety is hard to stomach in the context of his flight in chap-
ter 1 and complaining in chapter 4. Jonah expresses his “conversion” here, but
the problem of himself as “subject” and controller is in the grammar and the
piety. He is making vows, but he is not repentant. He recalls his trust in Yah-
weh, yet he shows few signs of real trust. He has expressed thanks for the fact
that he is still breathing, but that is all. He uses a flourish of words for his own
deliverance, but has only a few reticent words for the Ninevites and sailors.

One widely accepted way of dealing with this tension is to regard Jonah's
piety as an “inflated” expression of a “deflated” character, or even “grotesque”
in relation to his actual actions. The story can only move on by means of a
vomiting (nauseated) fish and by starting over with Yahweh's second call
(3:1).22 Perhaps in his reference to the temple and fulfilling vows there is a
kind of bargaining maneuver. Whatever the case, Jonah has had a rough ride
with God.

Two truths. The tension between the song and the narrative remain unre-
solved for a reason. The tensions remain and should not be resolved artifi-
cially because they remain in the prophet Jonah. He gives thanks from inside
the fish because he is truly grateful that he is not dead yet. He does not need
to wait to reach dry land to feel gratitude. Jonah has not left his fundamen-
tal beliefs about idolatry behind, despite his encounter with the exemplary
sailors. Nor has he lost the deep convictions of his argument with Yahweh
about Nineveh. He is grateful without repenting for running, because his
basic beliefs have not changed. He still does not want Nineveh to have the
opportunity to repent (see Bridging Contexts section of ch. 4).

Tension remains and must remain between the song and the narrative
because Jonah is both grateful and defiant. He will go to Nineveh since Yah-
weh has made it clear that he must go. He will protest again later. For now,
he will express his thanks for an unanticipated deliverance in a formal prayer.
The tension of his piety is not between irony and simple praise. It is not
grotesque, nor should it be excluded as an editor's (misfit) addition. Jonah
prays what he is capable of praying—and not more. God accepts the prayer
for what it is: a stiff but true expression of thanks for not drowning. He uses
formal poetry to express himself precisely because he is in the slime of the belly,
going back to old familiar clichés and forms of the psalms he knows by heart.

Plainly put, Jonah has looked toward God (2:4, 7). It is enough for his
deliverance. God will deal with his protest/running issues later. For now they
must remain in tension, God answers those who call out in distress whether

23. Sherwood, A Biblical Text and Its Afterlives, 258; Trible, “The Book of J f)"'ah'" 7’506;17'
24. Sherwood describes the psalm as Jonah's “white handkerchief’ (A Biblical Text and its
Afterlives, 256).
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