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INTRODUCTION

The book of Jonah is one of the fascinating books of the Bible. It is ‘simple
enough to delight a child and complex enough to confound a scholar’.!
There has been a proliferation of books and articles on this tiny book. At
the centre of the seemingly endless list of literature is the attempt to answer
the elusive question triggered by or related to Jon. 4.2.

SNATR 19 ¥ 2TATR DY AN TY 2027 AT XA M IR R 9170 98 D900
S¥ onn 701 27 090X TIR 21 AN 9R A0K 0D NYT 03 AUewan 3
b

And he [Jonah] prayed to Yahweh, ‘O Yahweh, is this not what I said when
I was in my country? Therefore, I made haste to flee toward Tarshish. For
I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and
abounding in steadfast love and relenting from evil.

Why does Jonah run away from Yahweh’s commission? If he knows that
Yahweh is a gracious and compassionate God, why does Jonah react with
anger and wish to die at the sparing of Nineveh?

1. Why Another Book on Jonah?

The narrator mentions ‘Jonah’ by name eighteen times. Its frequency in a
book of only forty-eight verses underlines the importance of the character
of Jonah. The book is also listed among the Prophets in the Hebrew Bible
(HB from here on), but it is a narrative with an oracle of just one sentence,
72571 M1 2 YR T (“Yet forty days and Nineveh will be overthrown/
turned over,’ 3.4b). While the message of other prophetic books (e.g. Isaiah,
Jeremiah or Joel) can be inferred from the prophetic utterances, Jonah’s
prophetic oracle is not only a brief ‘five-word’ oracle, but it is also bound
up with the narrative in which it is found.>? Though characters are key to

1. Janet Howe Gaines, Forgiveness in a Wounded World: Jonah’s Dilemma (SBL,
S; Atlanta, GA: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), p. 8; see also Peter Weimar, Eine
Geschichte voller Uberraschungen: Annéherungen an die Jonaerzihlung (SBS, 217,
Stuttgart: Verlag Katholisches Bibelwerk, 2009), p. 12.

2. For example, Yitzhak Peleg, ““Yet Forty Days, and Nineveh Shall Be Over-
thrown” (Jonah 3.4): Two Readings (shtei krie’of) of the Book of Jonah’, in J. Harold
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2 Jonah’s Motive in the Light of Exodus 32—34

understanding a narrative, Jonah’s character is enigmatic, complicating the
process of inferring its message. Nowhere else in the HB does a prophet
run away from God’s commission. Therefore, investigating the motive of
Jonah’s unusual response is worthy of attention in interpreting the book’s
overall message.

Many scholars from the late twentieth century to date tend to view Jonah
as an invariably caricatured character. Still, it is possible to look at Jonah
sympathetically, a backwater approach, different from the mainstream.?
Such an approach can add new dimensions to the understanding of the
intricate theological problems raised in Jonah. At least, from Jonah’s per-
spective, his actions seem to be justified or mitigated by his motive (4.2).
This is not to assume that Jonah is flawless but to highlight that his motive
is sincere and that his actions do not necessarily make him an object of
scorn.*

Noteworthy is the degree of ambivalence in the portrayal of Jonah.
Jonah 1 depicts him as a prophet who runs away from God (1.3), and yet he
appears eager to declare Yahweh'’s supremacy over the deities of the foreign
sailors. Whether he is depicted as a pious worshipper of God or a hypocrite
in chap. 2 is debated.’ In chap. 3, he appears to be a faithful prophet, only
to see him become angry even to the point of desiring death over life after
the success of his ministry. Even when Yahweh rebukes Jonah (4.4, 9), he

Ellens et al. (eds.), God’s Word for our World (JSOTSup, 388; London: T. & T. Clark,
2004), pp. 262-74.

3. The language is borrowed from Yvonne Sherwood, 4 Biblical Text and its After-
lives: The Survival of Jonah in Western Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2000).

4. Most scholars hastily move to see irony in Jonah’s confessions, including 4.2,
in order to paint Jonah in a bad light or even to satirise him. Edwin M. Good, [rony in
the Old Testament (London: SPCK, 1965), pp. 39-55; Leland Ryken, Words of Delight:
A Literary Introduction to the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1987), pp. 337-40;
James E. Robson, ‘Undercurrents in Jonah’, TynBul 64.2 (2013), pp. 189-215 (200).
Over against the majority with an extremely negative view of Jonah, S.D. Goitein,
‘Some Observations on Jonah’, JPOS 17 (1937), pp. 64-77 (74), writes: ‘“The whole
tenor of the story is much too earnest for a satire; Jonah is not painted with the brush
of mockery or disdain, but drawn with the pencil of deep and sympathetic insight into
human weakness’.

5. Among others, J.H. Potgieter, ‘David in Consultation with the Prophets: The
Intertextual Relationship of Psalm 31 with the Books of Jonah and Jeremiah’, OTE 25.1
(2012), pp. 115-26 (122-24). See also Daniel 1. Block, For the Glory of God: Recovering
a Biblical Theology of Worship (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2014), p. 183,
who argues that the intertextual association of Jonah 2 with the Psalter suggests that
‘true believers in Israel were steeped, not only in the Torah, but also in many of the
Psalms’.



Introduction 3

attributes pity to him (4.10). In this scenario, how does one interpret the
character of Jonah?

It is crucial to investigate Jonah’s underlying motivation for his actions
and attitudes to achieve a satisfactory understanding of the narrator’s por-
trayal of Jonah. Although identifying Jonah’s motive may prove difficult,
neglecting to identify it will result in an inadequate understanding of Jonah’s
persona in the book and its message. While one may argue that the reason
for his actions do not matter so much as the fact of his flight and attitude,®
the narrator underscores his motive in 4.2, making it imperative to inves-
tigate it. Moreover, Jonah’s prominence in the narrative suggests that his
persona is inextricably related to the book’s message.” Thus, this book will
examine Jonah’s motive and its impact on interpreting Jonah’s message. It
will be argued that Jonah’s flight from God’s commission to Nineveh and
his response to Nineveh’s salvation are motivated by his concern for God’s
glory.

The hypothesis recognizes the importance of the position of Jon. 4.2
in the book, which functions as the key to the interpretation of Jonah as a
whole.? It is an allusion to Exod. 34.6-7, which serves as a window to the
world of Exodus 32-34. It will be argued that Jonah’s allusion to the world
of Exodus 32-34 reveals Jonah’s motive, which is otherwise assumed in the
narrative of Jonah.

Within the book, 4.2 occupies a pivotal locus, highlighting its hermeneu-
tical value. It serves as a flashback and a flashforward. Sternberg points out
that 1.3 functions as ‘a surprising gap [that] controls the reader’s progress
over a whole book’; and with this ‘master gap disclosed’ in 4.2, the ‘roles
and portraits’ formed hitherto are ‘reversed’.’ Before this, the informa-

6. For instance, C. John Collins, ‘From Literary Analysis to Theological Exposi-
tion: The Book of Jonah’, JOTT 7.1 (1995), pp. 28-44.

7. Gregory Goswell, ‘Jonah among the Twelve Prophets’, JBL 135.2 (2016), pp. 283-
99. Sherwood, Biblical Text and its Afterlives, pp. 11-48, in her review of the history
of interpretation highlights how character judgment of Jonah impacts the tenor of the
message of the book as a whole. See also David Marcus, From Balaam to Jonah: Anti-
prophetic Satire in the Hebrew Bible (BJS, 31; Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1995), p.
158, who writes, ‘It is our contention that it is this negative portrayal of the prophet, not
any ideological message, which is the principal “message” of the book’.

8. RW.L. Moberly, Old Testament Theology: Reading the Hebrew Bible as Chris-
tian Scripture (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2013), p. 190; Philip Peter Jen-
son, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah: A Theological Commentary (LHBOTS, 496; New York:
T. & T. Clark, 2008), p. 82; Gaines, Forgiveness, p. 30; Douglas K. Stuart, Hosea—
Jonah (WBC, 31; Waco, TX: Word, 1987), pp. 434-35.

9. Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and
the Drama of Reading (ILBS; Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985), pp. 318-
20. See also George M. Landes, ‘The Kerygma of the Book of Jonah: The Contextual
Interpretation of the Jonah Psalm’, /nt 21.1 (1967), pp. 3-31 (13-14).



4 Jonah’s Motive in the Light of Exodus 32—34

tion about the reason Jonah flees Yahweh’s call toward Tarshish (chap. 1)
is withheld, either leaving the readers uninformed or forming a negative
opinion about him. The retrospective explanation compels a re-reading of
all the events leading up to it.!’

Retrospectively, 4.2 fills this gap by providing an enhanced perspec-
tive to re-read the preceding chapters with dramatic and rhetorical impact.
Such an information gap is not meant to mislead the readers, but the author
seeks to make ‘some point’ that will add to readers’ appreciation of the
narrative as it unfolds or reaches its closure.!' Moreover, the revelation of
Jonah’s motive casts his behaviours and interactions—with the sailors, the
Ninevites, and, more importantly, God—in a new light. Prospectively, 4.2
highlights the critical issue in anticipation of the closure of the story (4.10-
11)."2 Tt puts Jonah in conflict with Yahweh and sets the agenda for his
education. Sasson notes the significance of the distribution of words in the
direct speeches attributed to both Jonah and Yahweh, tabulating them as
shown below:

Table 1. Distribution of Direct Speeches in Jonah 4

vv. 2-3 Jonah’s monologue 39 words
v. 4 God’s query (unanswered) 3 words
v. 8 Jonah’s query (sotto voce) 3 words
v. 9 Dialogue: God 5 words
Dialogue: Jonah 5 words
vv. 10-11 God’s monologue 39 words

Sasson reckons that this symmetry is too developed to be accidental.
Thus, he proposes that ‘this balance and harmony are intended to keep
us aware that God’s responses are countermoves to Jonah’s utterances’.!
Moreover, Youngblood has pointed out that the book’s structure displays
symmetry and asymmetry to further this effect. For example, the book’s
two halves form an almost perfect symmetry, with three parallel episodes
each; a stage setting episode, a pre-peak episode, and a peak episode (A B C

10. Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (London:
SCM, 1979), p. 421; Stephen B. Chapman and Laceye Warner, ‘Jonah and the Imitation
of God: Rethinking Evangelism and the Old Testament’, J77 2.1 (2008), pp. 46-39 (53).

11. Anthony C. Thiselton, New Horizons in Hermeneutics (London: Harper-
Collins, 1992), p. 480.

12. So also Kenneth M. Craig, A Poetics of Jonah: Art in the Service of Ideology
(Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1993), p. 180, who writes, ‘God’s final
question to Jonah is ... at the ideological level, the most significant’.

13. Jack M. Sasson, Jonah: A New Translation with Introduction, Commentary,
and Interpretation (AB, 24B; New York: Doubleday, 1st edn, 1990), pp. 317-18.
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A!' B! C! D). This symmetry is broken by an additional episode, which he
calls a post-peak episode (4.5-11). In this final episode, Yahweh dialogues
with Jonah, incorporating an object lesson, and concludes with a rhetorical
question. The post-peak episode (4.5-11), being the only section without
parallel, is therefore more significant in determining the book’s message.'

To a certain extent, the denouement of the book (4.4-11) recapitulates
essential aspects from the previous chapters to deal with the relevant issue
raised in 4.2. God educates Jonah in the form of an object lesson. In light of
Jonah’s allusion to Exodus 32-34, among others, the enigmatic plant (11°7°p)
is primed to betray its symbolic meaning. The concluding section not only
addresses Jonah’s motive but also his subsequent extreme anger. Yahweh
picks up the subject of Jonah’s appeal to his grace, employing the word
o7 in 4.10-11. It does not displace the concept of Yahweh’s magnanimous
steadfast love (4.2), but it is a word that is generally associated with tears,
the overflow of the compassionate heart.” It captures the outcome of his
compassionate character (Joel 2.13, 17; Neh. 13.22). In other words, Yahweh
responds with pity according to his gracious and merciful nature, reaffirm-
ing Jonah’s confession about Yahweh’s character (4.2).

The virtue of pity is also attributed to Jonah by Yahweh, ‘you pity the
plant’ (4.10). Yahweh’s estimation of Jonah at the climactic point in the
book is significant because it functions as a ‘foolproof judgement [by]
retrospective or last-minute clarification’.!® This evaluative comment fur-
ther serves as a smaller premise to arrive at a greater one.'” Readers of
Jonah must also take into consideration Yahweh’s sympathetic attitude to
Jonah in interpreting, particularly, the character of Jonah and generally,
the book as a whole—Jonah’s hesitation at his commission, his interaction
with the sailors, his being thrown into the sea, his prayer in the fish, and his
reaction to Nineveh’s deliverance. Finally, the concluding question (4.10-
11) takes for granted Jonah’s confession (4.2) to subvert Jonah’s percep-

14. Robert E. Longacre and Shin Ja J. Hwang, ‘A Text-linguistic Approach to the
Biblical Hebrew Narrative of Jonah’, in Robert D. Bergen (ed.), Biblical Hebrew and
Discourse Linguistics (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1994), pp. 336-58; David A.
Dorsey, ‘Jonah’, in David A. Dorsey (ed.), The Literary Structure of the Old Testament:
A Commentary on Genesis—Malachi (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005),
pp. 290-95; Kevin J. Youngblood, Jonah: Exegetical Commentary on the Old Testa-
ment (A Discourse Analysis of the Hebrew Bible, 28; Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan,
2014), pp. 36-45.

15. Gordon R. Clark, The Word Hesed in the Hebrew Bible (JSOTSup, 157; Shef-
field: JSOT Press, 1993), p. 263. See also Leipzig S. Wagner, ‘0w, in 7DOT, 1V,
p- 272; G.M. Butterworth, ‘You Pity the Plant: A Misunderstanding,’” ZJ7 27.1 (1978),
pp. 32-34; G.M. Butterworth, ‘0w’ in NIDOTTE, 11, pp. 50-52.

16. Sternberg, Poetics of Biblical Narrative, p. 55.

17. Sasson, Jonah, p. 307; Youngblood, Jonah, p. 173.
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tion about the relationship between Yahweh’s mercy and his glory (limited
point of view),'® inviting him to reflect or, more precisely, imitate Yahweh’s
character (4.11).

It is evident, then, that an examination of 4.4-11 vis-a-vis 4.2 is crucial
for unlocking the book’s overall message.!” The difficulty arises as to the
identification of the precise issue(s) that 4.2 raises. Most scholars agree
that 4.2 focuses on the compassionate character of Yahweh. Still, readers
are left without any explicit understanding as to why Yahweh’s mercy is a
problem for Jonah. If Yahweh’s interaction with Jonah intends to educate
Jonah effectively (4.4-11), he must address the basis of Jonah’s hesitation
and anger at the conclusion of the section. Thus, a reading of Jonah in light
of 4.2 is crucial for the understanding of Jonah’s character and the book’s
overall message.

2. Preliminary Matters about the Book of Jonah

This section lays bare some of the presuppositions in reading the book of
Jonah. It is a selective examination of the issues involving genre, historic-
ity, historical contexts of the narrative world and the author and the audi-
ence, and the literary features. The analysis of these introductory issues is
undertaken to underscore the pervasive nature of the motif of God’s mercy
in the book.

2.1 Genre of Jonah

The classification of the genre of the book is hotly debated. Alexander
summarises the suggestions made by various scholars under the following
categories; history, allegory, Midrash, parable, prophetic parable, legend,
prophetic legend, novella, didactic fiction, and a satirical-didactic short
story.® A growing number of suggestions may be added to this list, such
as parody, satire, farce, and meta-prophetic book. These proposals indicate
the complexity involved in the identification of the genre of the book. Cog-
nisant of this multiplicity, Berlin posits that the search for the category of
the genre, such as parody, satire and farce, is an anachronistic imposition
of'a modern or postmodern system onto the ancient text that resists a ‘neat

18. Susanne Gillmayr-Bucher, ‘Jonah and the Other: A Discourse on Interpre-
tative Competence’, in Ehud Ben Zvi and Diana Vikander Edelman (eds.), /magin-
ing the Other and Constructing Israelite Identity in the Early Second Temple Period
(LHBOTS, 456; London: Bloomsbury, 2014), p. 213.

19. A.A. Abela, “‘When the Agenda of an Artistic Composition Is Hidden: Jonah
and Intertextual Dialogue with Isaiah 6, the “Confession of Jeremiah” and Other
Texts’, in Johannes C. de Moor (ed.), The Elusive Prophet: The Prophet as a Historical
Person, Literary Character and Anonymous Artist (Leiden: Brill, 2001), pp. 1-30 (29).

20. T. Desmond Alexander, ‘Jonah and Genre’, TynBul 36 (1985), pp. 35-39 (36-37).
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pigeonholed’ classification. She points out that the tripartite classification
of the HB as the Torah, Prophets and Writings is significant, suggesting
that the book’s location in the Prophets indicates how the author intends it
to be read. If this is true, it is ‘essentially a prophetic book’.?! Nevertheless,
this prophetic book is not a collection of prophetic oracles but a narrative
about the prophet Jonah.

Alexander examines what scholars believe to be indicators that the
book’s genre is fictional, such as historical improbability, exaggeration and
surprise, symmetrical structure, and didactic nature, concluding that it is a
‘didactic historical narrative’.?? Such a view is in the minority now, but it is
not without merits. The opening expression, 28 7> 127 *7", ‘and the word of
Yahweh came to’ (or a related expression, 2X 77°7 WX 77”127, ‘the word of
Yahweh that came to’), is used in the majority of the prophetic books (Hos.
1.1; Joel 1.1; Mic. 1.1; Zeph. 1.1; Hag. 1.1; Zech. 1.1; Mal. 1.1) as a standard
expression to introduce the prophet’s message.? A similar expression is also
employed to present specific instructions to the prophet in historical narra-
tives (1 Sam. 15.10; 2 Sam. 7.4; 1 Kgs 6.11; 16.1; 17.2, 8; 21.17, 28; Isa. 38.4).%*
The expression is also used in the prophetic books to introduce Yahweh’s
message (Jon. 1.1; Jer. 1.4; Hag. 1.3). Sasson further observes that *71 opens
many books with narratives that are deemed to be history (Josh. 1.1; Judg.
1.1; 1 Sam. 1.1; 2 Sam. 2.1), as well as Ezekiel, a prophetic book.?

Linguistically, Longacre and Bowling note that the wayyigtol form of
the verb 11 is clearly perfective in certain contexts. It refers to a specific
event at a particular time when it happens in the opening sentence (cf.
1 Kgs 13.20).%° In such cases, the wayyiqgtol of 7°77 is often translated as
‘and it came to pass’. Although there is no preceding verse describing the
event at a specific time in 1.1, the reader assumes the historicity of the event
described. This standard opening formula orients the readers to identify
the book’s genre as a historical narrative.

21. Adele Berlin, ‘Rejoinder to John A. Miles Jr with Some Observations on the
Nature of Prophecy’, JOR 66.4 (1976), pp. 227-35 (229-30).

22. Alexander, ‘Jonah and Genre’, pp, 44-59.

23. James Nogalski, Interpreting Prophetic Literature: Historical and Exegeti-
cal Tools for Reading the Prophets (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2015),
pp- 19-20.

24. Alexander, ‘Jonah’, pp. 107-108; John H. Walton, ‘Jonah’, in Tremper Longman
and David E. Garland (eds.), The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Daniel-Malachi, V11
(12 vols.; Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008), pp. 459-90 (469).

25. Sasson, Jonah, pp. 66-67.

26. Robert E. Longacre and Andrew C. Bowling, Understanding Biblical Hebrew
Verb Forms: Distribution and Function across Genres (Dallas, TX: SIL International,
2015), p. 62n50.
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This is not to say that the book is historical in a journalistic sense. It
records miracles, such as the storm, Jonah being alive in the belly of the
fish, a plant’s sudden growth and demise. It also employs hyperbole and
personification. These features are not meant to be investigated for their
historical plausibility or probability. Instead, the factuality is assumed
to make the ideological point. The fantastic elements of the narrative are
intended to ‘arouse the imagination and emotion’ of the readers.”” More-
over, the roughly symmetrical structure, intertextuality, information gap,
omitted dialogue, rhetorical question, irony, wordplay, chiasm, and ‘the
growing phrase’®® reveal the book’s narrative quality. The literary features
are, however, in the service of the ideology of the narrator.?’

The final scene of the book indicates the educational function of the
book. The episode consists of Yahweh’s dialogue with Jonah, the object
lesson of the plant, and Yahweh’s final rhetorical question. The rhetori-
cal questions that Yahweh poses to Jonah in 4.4, 9, 10-11 encapsulate the
book’s pedagogical function. It will be argued that Yahweh’s question, ‘Are
you rightly angry?’ (4.5, 9),% is intended to make Jonah reflect on the moral
uprightness of his extreme anger. Yahweh’s final rhetorical question not
only justifies his mercy to Nineveh but also invites Jonah to abandon his
narrow view of mercy to embrace Yahweh’s point of view.*' In short, the
book is a prophetic, historical, and didactic narrative.

2.2 Historicity of Jonah

As long as the book is read, the debate on whether it is historical or fictional
will continue. Without presuming to prove its historicity beyond a reason-
able doubt, this section will seek to bolster the arguments for the factual-
ity of the events described and highlight the significance of assuming its
historicity.*

27. Stuart, Hosea—Jonah, p. 435; see also David Noel Freedman, ‘Did God Play a
Dirty Trick on Jonah at the End?’, BRev 6.4 (1990), pp. 26-31 (27).

28. Jonathan Magonet, Form and Meaning: Studies in Literary Techniques in the
Book of Jonah (BLS, 8; Sheffield: Almond, 1983), pp. 31-33.

29. Craig, Poetics of Jonah, pp. 180-81.

30. Similarly, Alviero Niccacci, ‘Syntactic Analysis of Jonah’, Liber annuus 46
(1996), pp. 9-32 (25), who interprets the infinitive absolute adverbially, ‘Is it rightly
that you have become angry?’

31. Steven T. Mann, ‘Performative Prayers of a Prophet: Investigating the Prayers of
Jonah as Speech Acts’, CBQ 79.1 (2017), pp. 20-40 (39); Tzvi Abusch, ‘Jonah and God:
Plants, Beasts, and Humans in the Book of Jonah’, JANER 13.2 (2013), pp. 146-52 (148).

32. For a comprehensive and persuasive treatment of the historicity of the book
see Aalders, The Problem; John H. Stek, ‘The Message of the Book of Jonah’, C7J 4.1
(1969), pp. 23-50; Stuart, Hosea—Jonah, pp. 440-42; Daniel C. Timmer, A Gracious
and Compassionate God: Mission, Salvation and Spirituality in the Book of Jonah
(NSBT, 26; Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2011), pp. 60-67; R. Reed Lessing, Jonah: A



