111" e JONAH

INTRODUCTION

The short Book of Jonah is unique among the prophetic books. It contains no collection of oracles in verse against Israel and foreign nations but
presents a prose narrative about the prophet himself. Instead of portraying a prophet who is an obedient servant of Yahweh, calling his people
to repentance, it features a recalcitrant prophet who flees from his mission and sulks when his hearers repent. The book is a didactic narrative
that has taken older material from the realm of popular legend and put it to new, more consequential use.

With skill and finesse, this little book calls Israel to repentance and reminds it of its mission to preach to all the nations the wideness of God’s
mercy and forgiveness (Gn 12:1-3, Is 42:6-7, 49:6). In spirit, therefore, the book remains truly prophetic and justifies its place in the Book of the
Twelve Prophets. Rejecting the narrow racialism into which the post-Exilic community was tempted to withdraw, the book proclaims an
astonishingly broadminded catholicity: all the characters in the book are likeable except the only Israelite on the stage - and he is a prophet!

In the Masoretic Text, the Book of Jonah is 5t among the 12 ‘Minor Prophets’ but, in the Septuagint, it is 6t (Micah appears earlier in the order of
the LXX). Three of the Qumran MSS bear witness to parts of the text: 4QXII+, 4QXII & 4QXIIs.

AUTHORSHIP AND DATES

The principal figure of this artful story is an obscure Galilean prophet from Gath-Hepher who counselled Jeroboam II (786-746 BCE) in a
successful conflict with the Syrians (2K 14:25) and with whom some of the earlier traditional material was probably associated. But its author
probably lived in the post-Exilic period, because he shows the influence of Jeremiah and ‘Second’ Isaiah and opposes narrow sectarianism and
exclusivity. Although the linguistic evidence is indecisive, a date sometime in the 5t or 4th Century BCE seems indicated: the ‘great city’ of
Nineveh (destroyed in 612 BCE) is no more than a distant memory and the thought and phraseology of the book are borrowed from Jeremiah
and Ezekiel. The poetic section (2:3-10) has no connexion either with the plight of Jonah or with the doctrine of the book and was most probably
added later.
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JONAH 1

1 The word of Yahweh came to Jonah son of Amittai, saying 2 “Up! Go
to Nineveh, the great city, and proclaim to them that their wickedness
has come before me.” 3 Jonah set about escaping from Yahweh and
going to Tarshish. He went down to Joppa and found a ship bound for
Tarshish; he paid his fare and boarded, to go with them to Tarshish, to

escape from Yahweh.

4 However, Yahweh threw a hurricane at the sea, and there was such a
great storm at sea that the ship threatened to break up. 5 The sailors took
fright and each of them called on his own god and, to lighten the ship,
they threw the cargo overboard. Jonah, however, had gone below, had
lain down in the hold and was fast asleep, ¢ when the boatswain went
up to him and said, “What do you mean by sleeping? Get up! Call on
your god! Perhaps he will spare us a thought and not leave us to die.”
7 Then they said to each other, “Come on: let us draw lots to find out

JoNAH 1
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The infinitive W?IJN:? (“saying’) introduces direct discourse.

‘Nineveh’” was the capital of the Assyrians, who destroyed Samaria in 722-721 BCE. The phrase n'gi'r;}a MV (‘the great city’) may designate a
city that is: 1 large in size (Jos 10:2, Ne 4:7), 2 a powerful important city-state (Gn 10:12) or 3 a prominent capital city (Jr 22:8).

The phrase 1'1135 ... OPN (‘set about escaping’) is a wordplay on Yahweh’s command (?[:2 D7) in v. 2. By repeating the first verb, the narrator
sets up the reader to expect that Jonah was intending to obey God; but Jonah did not go to Nineveh - he fled to Tarshish.

The use of the Piel form 72WN (‘threatened’ - literally, ‘to think about’) personifies the ship to emphasise the ferocity of the storm.

The plural word rendered “cargo’ (0"3) is variously translated ‘articles’, ‘vessels’, ‘objects’, ‘baggage’ or ‘instruments’.

The Niphal participle D77 functions here not as a vocative use of the noun (NKJV: ‘O sleeper’) but as a verb depicting uninterrupted sleep.
The author emphasises the piety of the gentile sailors: they are shocked that Jonah should have disobeyed Yahweh (v. 10).
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who is to blame for bringing us this bad luck.” Therefore, they cast lots

and the lot pointed to Jonah.
8 They said to him, “Tell us why this calamity has come upon us. What

is your job? Where do you come from? What is your country, and of
what people are you?” ?He replied, “I am a Hebrew and I worship
Yahweh, God of Heaven, who made both sea and dry land.” 10 The
sailors were even more afraid at this and said, “Why did you do this?”
(They knew he was trying to escape from Yahweh because he had told
them so0.) 11 They then said, “What are we to do with you, to make the
sea calm down for us?” For, the sea was growing rougher and rougher.
12 He replied, “Take me and throw me into the sea, and then it will calm
down for you. I know it is my fault that this great storm has struck you.”
13 The sailors rowed hard in an effort to reach the shore but in vain, since
the sea was growing rougher and rougher. 1* Thus, at last, they called
on Yahweh and said, “O, Yahweh, do not let us perish for the sake of

8 The NJB lacks the sentence, “Tell us why this calamity has come upon us.”

9 Compare Jonah's reply to Ps 65:5-7, 107:23-32, 139:7-12, Mk 4:35-41, Ac 27).

10" The literal translation of ‘were even more afraid’ is ‘feared a great fear’; the cognate accusative construction using the verb 87" (‘to fear’) and the
noun IR (‘fear’) from the same root emphasises the sailors’ escalating fright.

11 The literal translation of ‘growing rougher and rougher’ (Y01 T[f?iﬂ) is “was walking and storming’; the two participles form an idiom - when the
first participle precedes another with vav, it often denotes the idea of ‘growing’ or “increasing’.

12 Some English translations omit the final ‘for you’ of the first sentence.

13 The word translated ‘rowed’ is used in Ezekiel to describe digging through a wall (Ezk 8:8, 12:5, 7, 12); its use here pictures the sailors digging

into the water as hard as they could.

14 Ps 115:3 & 135:6 also use the verbs 07 (“to please’) and NWY (‘to do’) in speaking of Yahweh as doing what he wishes to do.
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this man’s life, and do not hold us responsible for causing an innocent
man’s death; for you, Yahweh, have acted as you saw fit.” 15 Taking hold
of Jonah, they threw him into the sea; and the sea stopped raging. 1¢ At
this, dread of Yahweh seized the men even more; they offered a sacrifice

to Yahweh and made vows to him.

15 In place of “taking hold of Jonal' (here following the NJB), the NRSV has so they picked Jonah up’.
16 Jonah has thus become a missionary of his God in spite of himself.



a1 p1a v J[ONAH 2
N3t oo matnx ¥92% HiT3 37 NI RN ® 1 Now, Yahweh ordained that a great fish should swallow Jonah; and
598073 :nivh AWHw oy NWHYW 377 °UN3 Jonah remained in the belly of the fish for three days and three nights.
:3T0 0PN 1’:‘!5& mn"%z ﬂ;ﬁ’ 2 From the belly of the fish, Jonah prayed to Yahweh, his God; he said:

= W N =
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The NRSV includes this verse as 1:17, wherein all verse numbers of this chapter are decremented; here, we follow the MT (& NJB) numbers.
In place of “belly of the fish’, the LXX has “belly of the whale’ (T7js xoiAias ToU xyrous) but the Greek word can mean, generally, a ‘sea monster’.
The 1st verse of the prayer summarises the whole.

Some suggest deleting either h‘;nyp (‘into the deep’) or O 3;'73 (“into the heart of the seas’); however, the use of an appositional phrase within
a poetic colon is not unprecedented in Hebrew poetry and the MT is therefore best retained.
The literal translation of ‘thought’ (’1;11}:323) is “said’, as followed by the NIV but the verb can be used to depict inner speech and thoughts; here,
we follow NJPS, NJB & NRSV. ‘How shall I ever see’ is a conjectural translation, following Theodotion (T, reflecting an alternative vocalisation
tradition of R - a defectively written form of 7'R), the NJB and NRSV; the MT has “yet I shall see’.
‘Reeds’ (710) reflects the MT vocalisation of the consonantal form H10; but the LXX (éoxdtn - ‘end’) reflects a vocalisation of 7iD. The Tg
interprets this as a reference to the Sea of Reeds (also known as the Red Sea) and a Midrash states that God showed Jonah the way by which
the Israelites had passed through the Red Sea. The MT vocalization tradition is preferred.
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The “roots of the mountains’ presumably denote the bottom of the sea (on which the earth was thought to rest). Some suggest an emendation of
’;’.;Zl?'? (“to the roots’) to ’lgl?'? (“to the ends’), assuming orthographic confusion between vav (1) and bet (3). However, although the phrase *axp
D71 appears only here in Canonical Scripture, it occurs also in Si 16:19 and so is not without precedent.

The verb 721 (‘remember’) can also mean “call out’ (e.g. Na 2:6), as in the related Accadian verb zikaru (to name, to mention); the idiom here
encompasses calling to mind his character and past actions and appealing to him for help (Dt 8:18-19, Ps 42:6-8, Is 64:4-5, Zc 10:9). The Tg
glosses the verb as ‘I remembered the worship of the Lord’, which somewhat misses the point.

The translation here (loosely) follows the NRSV; the NJB reads: “ Some abandon their faithful love by worshipping false gods.” The genitive construct,
N]\AZTJ"?;U (‘vain idols’), forms an attributive adjective expression: ‘empty worthlessness” or “worthless vanities’.

The literal translation of ‘songs of praise’ (:'I'UN '71@:;1) is “‘a voice of thanksgiving’. The verbs translated ‘I will sacrifice’ and ‘I will fulfil’ are cohortative,
expressing Jonah’s resolve and firm intention.

The fish functions as a literary foil to highlight Jonah’s hesitancy to obey God up to this point: in contrast to Jonah, who immediately fled when
God commanded him, the fish immediately obeyed.
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JONAH 3

1 The word of Yahweh came to Jonah a second time. 2 “Up,” he said, “go
to Nineveh the great city, and preach to it as I shall tell you.” 3 Jonah set
out and went to Nineveh in obedience to the word of Yahweh. Now,
Nineveh was a city great beyond compare; to cross it took three days.
4 Jonah began by going a day’s journey into the city and then
proclaimed, “Only forty days more and Nineveh will be overthrown.”
5 Then the people of Nineveh believed in God; they proclaimed a fast
and put on sackcloth, from the greatest to the least. ¢ When the news
reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, took off his robe,
put on sackcloth and sat down in ashes. 7 He then had it proclaimed
throughout Nineveh, by decree of the king and his nobles, as follows:

“No person or animal, herd or flock, may eat anything; they may not
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As in 1:1, the infinitive W?IJN:? (‘saying’) introduces direct discourse and is not translated in English.

The verb RIp (‘preach’) is repeated from 1:2 but with a significant variation: the phrase in 1:2 was the adversative t71J KRIP (‘proclaim against’),
which often designates an announcement of threatened judgment (1K 13:4,32, Jr 49:29, Lm 1:15). However, here the phrase is the more positive
z?N R (‘proclaim to’), which often designates an oracle of deliverance or a call to repentance, with an accompanying offer of deliverance that

is either explicit or implied (Dt 20:10, Is 40:2, Zc 1:4).

The literal translation of ‘beyond compare’ is ‘beyond God’, the strongest form of the superlative in Hebrew; there is a similar hyperbole in the
phrase, ‘it took three days to cross it’, to evoke the fabulous size of Nineveh.

The ‘forty days’ suggest the 40 days of the Flood or the 40 years of Israel in the desert; the LXX reads ‘Yet three days’ ("ETi Toeis muégal).

The exemplary conversion of the Ninevites was to be recalled in the Gospels: Mt 12:38-41, Lk 11:29-32.

This whole description of repentance and conversion is the antithesis of Jr 36; it is, furthermore, full of phrases characteristic of Jeremiah.

The reaction of the king of Nineveh is modelled on Jr 18:8-9. He sets a better example than Jonah.
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1\ DoppnTIR DORD RN :TAND so that we shall not perish.” 10 God saw their efforts to renounce their
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8 The NJB (and NRSV) omits ‘persons and animals’, following the MT but to be regarded as repeated in error from the previous verse.

9 The king expresses his uncertainty whether Jonah’s message constituted a conditional announcement or an unconditional decree.

10" The noun NY (‘disaster’) functions as a metonymy of result - the cause being the threatened judgment (cf. Ex 32:12,14, 2S 24:16, Jr 18:8, 26:13,19,
42:10, J12:13, Jon 4:2).
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JONAH 4

1 This made Jonah very indignant; he fell into a rage. 2 He prayed to
Yahweh and said, “O, Yahweh, isn’t this what I said would happen
when I was still in my own country? That was why I first tried to flee to
Tarshish: I knew you were a tender, compassionate God, slow to anger,
rich in mercy, who relents about inflicting disaster. > So now, Yahweh,

please take my life; for, I might as well be dead as go on living.”

4 And Yahweh said, “Are you right to be angry?” 5 Jonah then left the
city and sat down to the east of the city. There, he made himself a shelter
and sat under it in the shade, to see what would happen to the city.
¢ Yahweh God then appointed a little tree to grow up over Jonah, to give

shade for his head and soothe his ill humour; Jonah was delighted with

Bw N R,

JONAH 4

Jonah is not only disobedient but bigoted; the reason for his flight was that he did not want to see the Ninevites spared by a gracious God.
The NJB has ‘faithful love’ in place of “mercy’, here following NETB.

The NRSV ends this verse with, “for it is better for me to die than to live;” the literal translation is “better my death than my life’.

The literal translation of Yahweh's question is “Rightly does it burn to you?” (This question occurs again in v. 9, there concerning the withered
plant.) Others translate “Does it so thoroughly burn to you,” “Does it rightly burn to you,” or “Does it burn so thoroughly to you?” The Hiphil form
of 2V" (“to do good’) may here have one of two meanings: 1 It may mean ‘to do (something) rightly” in terms of ethical right and wrong (Gn
4:7, Lv 5:4, Ps 36:4, 119:68, Is 1:17, Jr 4:22, 13:23); this approach is adopted here (following the NJB) and by many translations: “Do you have any
right to be angry?” (NIV); “Is it right for you to be angry?” (NRSV); “Do you have good reason to be angry?” (NAB); “Do you do well to be angry?”
(NKJV). 2 It may be used as an adverb meaning ‘well’, “utterly’, or “thoroughly” (Dt 9:21, 13:15, 17:4, 19:18, 27:8, 1S 16:17, 2K 11:18, Pr 15:2, Is
23:16, Jr 1:12, Ezk 33:32, Mi 7:3); this view is adopted by other translations: “Are you that deeply grieved?” (NJPS); “ Are you so angry?” (NEB).
When used to designate a location, the noun DTP (‘front’) may mean ‘east” (in Hebrew, the cardinal directions are referred to relative to the

east, with ‘north” being ‘left’).

In place of ‘“little tree’, the NJB has ‘castor-oil plant’ and the NRSV has ‘bush’; the noun iigg’p. (‘tree’) has the suffix 1 (denoting a diminutive).
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the little tree. 7 But, at dawn the next day, God appointed a worm to
attack the little tree - and it withered. 8 Next, when the sun rose, God
sent a scorching east wind; the sun beat down so hard on Jonah’s head
that he was overcome and begged for death, saying, “I might as well be
dead as go on living.” ? God said to Jonah, “Are you right to be angry
about the little tree?” He replied, “I have every right to be angry, as
angry as possible!” 10 Yahweh replied, “You are concerned for the little
tree that has not cost you any effort and that you did not grow, which
came up in a night and has perished in a night. 1 So why should I not
be concerned for Nineveh, the great city, in which there are more than a
hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand

from their left, to say nothing of all the animals?”

7 The verb 7% (‘to send’) in the Piel stem (J737) means ‘“appointed” or ‘ordained’ (Ps 61:8, Jon 2:1, 4:6-8, Dn 1:5,10-11);
8 “Scorching’ follows the LXX (xavowvog) and NJB; the MT (N"W™N) is uncertain (possibly ‘autumnal’ - NRSV has ‘sultry’) and occurs only here.
9 In place of “as angry as possible’, the NJB has ‘mortally angry’. The phrase M~V (“unto death’) is idiomatic, meaning ‘to the extreme” or simply

‘extremely (angry)’; the noun M (‘death’) is often used as an absolute superlative with a negative sense, similar to the English expression
‘bored to death’. Unfortunately, this idiomatic expression has gone undetected by virtually every other major English translation to date (NJB,
NRSV, NIV, NJPS, &c). The only (other) translation that comes close to representing the idiom correctly is BBE: “I have a right to be truly angry.”

10 The literal translation of the final clause is, “which was a son of a night and perished (as) a son of a night.”

1" The emphatic use of the independent pronouns “you’ (MPAR) and ‘I’ ("JN) in vv. 10-11 creates an ironic comparison and highlights the strong
contrast between the attitudes of Jonah and Yahweh. Interpreters wonder exactly what deficiency is meant by the phrase ‘cannot tell their right
hand from their left'. The expression does not appear elsewhere in biblical Hebrew; it probably does not mean, as sometimes suggested, that
Nineveh had 120,000 small children and, in any case, it refers to a deficiency in discernment that Jonah and the initial readers of Jonah would
no doubt have considered themselves free of. For partial parallels see 25 19:35, Qo 10:2, Ezk 22:26 44:23.



