Notes on Jonah

by Coty Pinckney

Historicity: The same Jonah is mentioned in 2 Kings 14:25. The only real arguments against this book being historical are (1) disbelief that a fish could swallow a man, and the man could live; (2) the fact that there is no historical record of a revival in Ninevah. But (1) is unwarranted; there are a number of documented cases of men who have been swallowed by large fish and lived. As for (2), it is an argument from silence; we know little of what happened in Ninevah between 765 and 745BC. Furthermore, there are good reasons why later pagan Assyrian kings would want to cover up an earlier movement towards monotheism. 

Background: Jonah lived in the northern kingdom of Israel. He prophesied that its borders would be expanded under Jeroboam II; this was fulfilled in part because Assyria destroyed Israel’s perennial enemy, Aram. This political expansion led to economic prosperity, but the spiritual status of the kingdom continued to deteriorate. Within 50 years of the revival recorded in Jonah, a resurgent Assyria will destroy Jonah’s kingdom, when Sargon II captures Samaria (2 Kings 17).

Literary Characteristics: Jonah is a carefully written tale, told with excellent literary style. The book is intricately structured with several interlocking chiasms (a technique of organizing parallel ideas; two appear immediately next to each other, and the others are progressively further apart). The author also makes use of considerable irony (dramatic irony = when the reader knows something unknown to the characters in the story, that makes their actions hopeless or foolish). 

Author: Possibly Jonah himself; since the author knows what Jonah said when alone with God, if Jonah was not the author, either he spoke with Jonah directly or God provided all the details by direct inspiration.

Themes: God’s desire to bring glory to Himself by gathering worshipers from all nations; God’s sovereignty over all, including storms, plants, worms, and wind; God’s loving discipline of His disobedient children.

Chapter 1: God gives Jonah 3 commands: Arise! Go! Cry out! Jonah disobeys; he arises, but then goes down and down: down to Joppa (v 3), down into the ship (v 3), down into the hold of the ship (v 5), and then down into the sea (v 15). Verse 3 says literally that Jonah fled “from the presence of Yahweh.” This is ironic, since we know God is everywhere. 

When God hurls the storm, the sailors fear and cry to their gods. The pagan captain is amazed that Jonah would sleep when death is imminent. He tells Jonah “Arise!” as God did, asking him to call upon his god, for “maybe he will take notice of us and we will not perish.” This again is highly ironic; God has taken notice of the ship – He is the source of the storm!

The sailors cast lots to find out who is responsible for the storm. Jonah evidently says nothing. Only after the lot falls on him does he say that he worships Yahweh, the creator of the sea. The sailors see Jonah’s foolishness (v 10), and ask what they can do to calm the seas. Jonah admits (finally) that only throwing him into the sea will work. 

The sailors, unwilling to commit murder and thus further anger the God of the sea, do their best to row to land. Failing, they pray not to be held accountable, “for you, O Yahweh, have done as you pleased” – a major theme of the book, God’s sovereignty (see Psalm 135:6 and Isaiah 46:10). They throw Jonah overboard, and the seas calm. They fear Yahweh greatly (see Proverbs 1:7), and offer sacrifices to Him, making vows. But Yahweh rescues Jonah by the miracle of a great fish.

Chapter 2: Jonah’s prayer from inside the fish. Remarkably, Jonah never confesses sin on his part. He acknowledges God’s sovereignty – God hurled him into the sea (v 3), not the sailors; God banished him from His sight (v 4: the literary center of the chapter). Yet unlike David (Psalm 32 & 51), Daniel (Dan 9), and many others, he never explicitly admits wrongdoing. Instead his prayer is one of thanks to God for saving him from drowning when all hope of life was past. Jonah cried out to God, looking towards His holy temple, and God answered him (see Ps 31:22 and 1 Kings 8:37-51). The literary structure draws attention to verses 8-10; 8-9 are parallel to 1:16 while 2:10 parallels 1:17. Jonah’s statements in v 8 and again in 9b are ironic; while v 8 is true, Jonah here displays his wrongful attitude towards non-Israelites. He thinks of all Assyrians and pagan sailors as those who have forfeited forever the “grace that could be theirs.” But God has already worked within the hearts of those pagan sailors leading them to fear Him, sacrifice to Him, and make vows to Him – exactly what Jonah says he will do in verse 9. The last phrase, “Salvation comes from Yahweh!” again is ironic because it is true in a much larger sense than Jonah intends. He is talking of his being saved from drowning. But God is interested in a much greater salvation for the Ninevites – a salvation Jonah abhors. Like Caiaphas in John 11:47-52, Jonah makes a true statement far beyond his thoughts.

Chapter 3: God reiterates His three commands. This time, Jonah arises and goes to Ninevah “according to the word of Yahweh.” But the author then interjects several phrases before using the third word, “cry out.” And here, the author does not say Jonah cried out “according to the word of Yahweh.” Indeed, what Jonah cries out seems to be a very brief statement – there is no mention of the sinfulness of the Ninevites, no call to repentance, no “Thus says Yahweh”. Possibly, Jonah here has shortened what God told him to say, because he does not want the Ninevites to repent. 

But much to Jonah’s distress, the Ninevites do repent. The whole city – including the animals! – fast and wear sackcloth. Although Jonah has not called for repentance, the king believes that God may relent and show compassion. Here the king parallels the statement of the captain in chapter 1. God, acting in accord with Jeremiah 18:7–8, 26:3, 13, & 19, shows compassion and does not destroy the city.

Chapter 4: Jonah, who in chapter 2 praises God for saving his life, now asks God to take his life. Jonah praised God’s compassion on himself, but is angered by God’s compassion on his enemies. Jonah wants God to be compassionate towards the people of Israel, but to no one else. In effect, Jonah says God is not just to forgive the sinfulness of the Ninevites. Jonah quotes Ex 34:6-7, but stops the quotation right before coming to “He will by no means leave the guilty unpunished.” On this side of the cross, we understand much better than Jonah how God can be both “just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus” (Rom 3:26). But Jonah nevertheless is without excuse; God revealed Himself as the Just One, and Jonah chooses to ignore and disbelieve that revelation. 

In v 4 and again in v 9 God asks literally “Do you do well to be angry?” And Jonah goes to a hill, perhaps in the hope that God would change His mind and destroy the city. Jonah builds a shelter to protect himself from the fierce sun, but it must not have been particularly effective, for he enjoys the much better shade provided by a vine God causes to grow over him. But then God provides a worm to kill the vine, and God provides a scorching east wind to make Jonah feel even worse. When God asks if Jonah does well to be angry about the vine, Jonah says he does, and is angry enough to die.

Verse 10-11 are God’s argument from lesser to greater. Jonah did not make the vine, and it lasted only a day. Yet Jonah had compassion on it, and thinks he does right to have such compassion. But God did make Ninevah; it has lasted for centuries (since the time of Gen 10), and is full of people and cattle God created to glorify Himself (Isaiah 43:6-7). If Jonah had compassion on the vine, shouldn’t God have compassion on Ninevah?

The author ends the book here, emphasizing that this book is centered on God, not Jonah. Does Jonah repent? God has been compassionate to his straying prophet. Barring a revelatory miracle, only Jonah could have told this story.  I believe he did repent, finally coming to his senses after seeing his own blindness and God’s perfect logic in these last two verses.

