
CONCORDIA
COMMENTARY
�

A Theological Exposition of Sacred Scripture

JONAH

R. Reed Lessing

TESTIFY TO ME

THE SCRIPTURES

Concordia Publishing House
Saint Louis



Copyright © 2007 Concordia Publishing House
3558 S. Jefferson Avenue, St. Louis, MO 63118-3968
1-800-325-3040 • www.cph.org
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in
any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior writ-
ten permission of Concordia Publishing House.

Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are the author’s translation.

Scripture quotations marked ESV are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®. Copyright © 2001 by
Crossway Bibles, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers, Wheaton, Illinois. Used by permission. All
rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked RSV are from the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyright 1952, © 1971
by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of
America. Used by permission. All rights reserved. Revised Standard Version of the Bible, Apocrypha, copyright
1957; The Third and Fourth Books of the Maccabees and Psalm 151, copyright 1977 by the Division of Christ-
ian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by per-
mission. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked NIV are taken from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION®. NIV®. Copy-
right © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House.
All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked NASB are taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE®. Copyright © 1960,
1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission.

Scripture quotations marked “NKJV” are taken from the New King James Version. Copyright © 1979, 1980, 1982
by Thomas Nelson, Inc. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations from The New English Bible (NEB), © The Delegates of the Oxford University Press and
the Syndics of the Cambridge University Press, 1961, 1970, are used by permission.

Scripture quotations marked NRSV are from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyright 1989, Di-
vision of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America.
Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Excerpts from THE JERUSALEM BIBLE (JB), copyright © 1966 by Darton, Longman & Todd, Ltd., and Doubleday
and Company, Inc. Used by permission of the publisher.

Unless otherwise indicated, the quotations from the Lutheran Confessions are reprinted by permission from 
THE BOOK OF CONCORD: THE CONFESSIONS OF THE EVANGELICAL LUTHERAN CHURCH, edited by Robert Kolb and
Timothy J. Wengert, copyright © 2000 Augsburg Fortress.

The SymbolGreek II, NewJerusalem, JacobiteLS, and TranslitLS fonts used to print this work are available
from Linguist’s Software, Inc., PO Box 580, Edmonds, WA 98020-0580, USA; telephone (425) 775-1130;
www.linguistsoftware.com.

Manufactured in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Lessing, R. Reed (Robert Reed), 1959–
Jonah / R. Reed Lessing.

p.          cm. — (Concordia commentary)
Includes bibliographical references and indexes.
ISBN-13: 978-0-7586-0273-2
ISBN-10: 0-7586-0273-1
1. Bible. O.T. Jonah—Commentaries. I. Title. II. Series.

BS1605.53.L47 2007
224'.92077—dc22

2006038915

3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12   18 17 16 15 14 13 12 11 10



vii

Contents

EDITORS’ PREFACE ix
AUTHOR’S PREFACE xiii
PRINCIPAL ABBREVIATIONS xvi
ICONS xx
BIBLIOGRAPHY xxii
INTRODUCTION 1

The Genre of Jonah 3

Jonah: Fact or Fiction? 8

The Date of Writing 13

Jonah as Satire with Irony 18
Satire 18
Irony 23
The Purpose of Satire in This True and Didactic Story 26

The Narrative and Its Structure 29

The History of Interpretation 35

Jonah and Noah 38

Jonah and Elijah 48

Jonah’s Place in the Book of the Twelve 52

Themes in Jonah 54

The Text of Jonah 57

COMMENTARY

1:1–16 Yahweh’s First Call to Jonah 
and the Sailors’ Conversion

Introduction to Jonah 1 61
1:1–3 Scene 1: Jonah’s First Call 64
1:4–16 Scene 2: The Storm at Sea 98
Excursus Yahweh, the Creator God 143
Excursus Mission in the Old Testament 151



viii

2:1–11 Yahweh’s Rescue of Jonah 
and the Prophet’s Psalm of Thanksgiving
(ET 1:17–2:10)

Introduction to Jonah 2 173
2:1–11 Scene 3: Jonah’s Deliverance and Prayer (ET 1:17–2:10) 186
Excursus The Sign of Jonah 228
Excursus The Trinitarian Basis of Old Testament Solidarity 240
Excursus Sheol 249
Excursus Death and Resurrection Motifs in Luther’s Baptismal 

Theology 256

3:1–10 Yahweh’s Second Call to Jonah 
and the Ninevites’ Conversion

Introduction to Jonah 3 267
3:1–3a Scene 4: Jonah’s Second Call 270
3:3b–10 Scene 5: Jonah’s Preaching Converts Nineveh

and Yahweh Changes His Verdict 278
Excursus When Yahweh Changes a Prior Verdict 324

4:1–11 Yahweh’s Attempt to Rescue Jonah 
from the Prophet’s Great Evil

Introduction to Jonah 4 345
4:1–3 Scene 6: Jonah’s Response to Yahweh’s Change

of Verdict to Save Nineveh 350
4:4–11 Scene 7: Yahweh’s Provisions and Jonah’s Responses 376

INDEX OF SUBJECTS 415
INDEX OF PASSAGES 429
LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1 Jonah Points to Christ 226
Figure 2 Jesus, the “One Greater than Jonah” 227

Contents



Introduction

8

40 Josephus, Antiquities, 9.208 (9.10.2; trans. R. Marcus; LCL [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1937], 109, 111); see 9.206–14 (9.10.1–2).

41 Bowers, The Legend of Jonah, 31–32; see his survey of early church treatments of Jonah on
pages 20–32.

42 Holbert, “Deliverance Belongs to Yahweh! Satire in the Book of Jonah,” 59.

Jonah: Fact or Fiction?
To interpret the genre of Jonah as narrative history—with equal emphasis

on its narrative art and historical accuracy—brings us directly into the eye of
the tornado in Jonah studies that can be described in a five-word question. Is
Jonah fact or fiction?

The tendency to view Jonah as fictional is a relatively recent development.
By way of contrast, the vast majority of early Jewish and Christian writers be-
lieved that the events recorded in the narrative actually occurred. Among Jew-
ish writers, Josephus clearly views the book of Jonah as historical and
incorporates the story into his history of the Jewish people. He writes: “But,
since I have promised to give an exact account of our history, I have thought
it necessary to recount what I have found written in the Hebrew books con-
cerning this prophet [i.e., Jonah].”40 R. H. Bowers writes about how the early
church interpreted Jonah:

The written documents, then, of the first five centuries of Christianity, pro-
vide consistent recording of the apologetic use of the Jonah legend [sic] as a
proof-text for eschatological assertion, in which Judaic typology based on the
concrete reality of historical events, rather than Greek allegory based on
abstractions, is most evident.41

For over two thousand years, most Christians and Jews have viewed the
book of Jonah as a historical narrative—as fact. Such unanimity of tradition
cannot be easily dismissed. Yet there has emerged, in more recent centuries, a
perspective that views the narrative more like one of Christ’s parables. This de-
bate has made the book of Jonah one of the most visible outposts along the lib-
eral-conservative battle line. Theological conservatives defend the historicity
of the book, while liberals have aimed much of their arsenal of ridicule toward
“fundamentalist literalism” at the traditional position on Jonah.

From the liberal side of the spectrum is this typical comment by John Hol-
bert: “To ask the historical question of Jonah is to ask the wrong question.”42

Indeed, for many the book of Jonah is “just another fish story.” Skepticism is
not confined to the account of the “great fish” (2:1 [ET 1:17]). Other historical
questions are raised with incredulity: Why is the king of Nineveh not given any
name? How could a great city—along with its animals—repent so quickly af-
ter just a five-word sermon (3:4b)? And why is there no record of such a mas-
sive conversion in the Assyrian annals?

Late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century scholars who questioned the
authenticity of the book tended to interpret Jonah as an allegorical piece of fic-
tion. One such interpretation holds that Jonah represents Israel, which, after the
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43 See, for example, Smith, The Book of the Twelve Prophets, 2:523–28.
44 See, for example, Allen who attributes the genre of parable to the entire book (Joel, Obadi-

ah, Jonah and Micah, 177).
45 For example, Childs, “Jonah: A Study in Old Testament Hermeneutics,” 54. Among the argu-

ments given by Childs are the following: The historical references within the book not only
are without verification, but according to the analogy of historical science their occurrence is
extremely improbable. There is no historical evidence that Nineveh ever repented. More-
over, the references to the size of the city (3:3) and the title of its king (3:6) merely reflect
popular folklore. Finally, the story of a man being swallowed by a fish, living three days in
its belly, and being spewed out safely on dry land sounds like an adaptation of a popular
myth found in Greek literature. (The Greek myth of someone almost being swallowed by a
big fish is that of Perseus and Andromeda.)

46 Ernst Troeltsch, “Über historische und dogmatische Methode in der Theologie,” in Gesam-
melte Schriften (Tübingen: Mohr, 1913), 2:729–53.

This discussion of Troeltsch’s analogy follows, to a large extent, the summary and analysis
put forth in, Provan, Long, and Longman, A Biblical History of Israel, 70–73. See their dis-
cussion for how this analogy relates to the history of Israel. For a trenchant critique of
Troeltsch, see Pannenberg, Basic Questions in Theology, 1:39–50.

preexilic storms of international stress, was swallowed by Babylon (the fish),
then was released to go reluctantly to the nations with the proclamation of the
universal God.43 On the whole, this effort at allegorical interpretation has been
abandoned, for some pieces of the story will not fit into any allegorical mold.
More recently, some prefer to call the book a parable,44 using the word more
or less loosely to mean a story with a didactic point.45

When some assert that Jonah is fictional—whether they view it as an alle-
gory, a parable, or a fable—they have been influenced by the principle of anal-
ogy articulated by Ernst Troeltsch.46 Troeltsch’s argument was that the
distinguishing mark of reality is harmony with the normal, customary, or fre-
quently attested events and conditions as people experience them. People are
to view the records of the past in terms of their experience of the present and
arrive at judgments on what is historical by reflecting on their “normal expe-
rience.” This principle of analogy has been a central reason why many people
reject the historicity of Jonah: it is certainly not a “normal human experience”
to be swallowed by a great fish, vomited up onto dry land after spending three
days and three nights in the belly of that same fish, witness an instantaneous
conversion of a huge pagan city (along with its animals), and see a big plant
come and go in a day!

However, even if we are somehow able to ascertain what events are “cus-
tomary” or “frequently attested,” why should we think that a claim is untrue
simply because it does not conform to our “common human experience”? For
example, using this criterion, we would not believe as “real history” that Han-
nibal crossed the Alps with his elephants or that a man landed on the moon!
These events have no analogy in our common human experience. Obviously,
if Troeltsch’s argument is consistently applied to the study of the past, it would
lead to absurdities, for we would be required by his tenets to reject otherwise
compelling testimony about unusual or unique events.
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47 Lewis, Fern-Seed and Elephants, 113.
48 Abraham, Divine Revelation and the Limits of Historical Criticism, 105.
49 For a full discussion on the role testimony plays in relating the events of the past, see Provan,

Long, and Longman, A Biblical History of Israel, 36–50.
50 Lawrence, “Assyrian Nobles and the Book of Jonah,” builds an argument for a mid-eighth-

century framework for Jonah by demonstrating that during that time Assyria was dominated
by three named regional governors. That explains both the weakness of the Assyrian monar-
chy and the mention of nobles in Jonah 3:7.

51 Wiseman, “Jonah’s Nineveh,” 47–50, offers a choice of natural disasters (eclipse, earth-
quake, or famine) that may have coincided with Jonah’s visit to Nineveh and precipitated
widespread religious fervor. Wiseman adduces an Assyrian rite of royal substitution after an
eclipse (the sar puhi ritual) to explain why the king of Nineveh remains unnamed in Jonah.

The fact of the matter is that it is impossible to define what “common hu-
man experience” is, and even if we could define it, why should it be accepted
as the touchstone of historical reality? Appeal to “common human experience”
is in truth nothing other that a rhetorical device of great use to those who fa-
vor a “scientific” (naturalistic) view of the universe, in which God never in-
tervenes—a device whose deployment is intended to obscure that it is the
evaluator’s interpretation of his own individual experience (an interpretation
perhaps shared by other people who have the same worldview as the historian).
C. S. Lewis writes:

The canon, “If miraculous, unhistorical,” is one they [historical-critical
scholars] bring to their study of the texts. … But if one is speaking of author-
ity, the united authority of all the Biblical critics in the world counts here for
nothing. On this they speak simply as men; men obviously influenced by, and
perhaps insufficiently critical of, the spirit of the age they grew up in.47

The principle of analogy in fact never operates in a vacuum. It relies on
the critic’s subjective interpretation of his own historical context. There is al-
ways “an intimate relation between analogy and its context or network of back-
ground beliefs.”48 Therefore, no good reason exists to believe that just because
one testimony does not violate our sense of what is normal and possible, it is
more likely to be true than another. Neither is there any reason to believe that
an account that describes the unusual or the unique is for that reason to be sus-
pected of unreliability. And so history—and in this case, the historicity of
Jonah—cannot be based on predictability. It is better to base it upon testimony.49

Three representative testimonies provide a sampling of how we can inter-
pret the historical claims in the Jonah narrative. The first ancient testimony wit-
nessing to the validity of the events recorded in Jonah, particularly the mass
conversion of the Ninevites, is the fact that from 772 to 745 BC, the reigns of
the Assyrian kings Assur-dan III and Assur-nirari V were times of great polit-
ical instability brought about by natural or political crises or both. This means
that general anarchy prevailed in the empire and that Nineveh was a city with
its own autonomy. As a semi-independent city-state there could be a “decree
of the king and his nobles” (Jonah 3:7).50 Moreover, a natural51 or political 
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52 Lemanski, “Jonah’s Nineveh.”
53 Laetsch, The Minor Prophets, 215–16.
54 There is no doubt that the first part of the clause (μyhi+løa̋ĺâ h~l;/dG“Ary[i ht…¶y“h; hwEfin“ynIêw̋“) states that

“Nineveh” was “large” or “great.” However, there are at least four different ways to under-
stand μyhi+løa̋ĺâ (literally, “to God”). First, this commentary takes the l] as denoting posses-
sion, meaning “a great city belonging to God.” Second, μyhi+løa̋ĺâ could function as a superla-
tive, meaning that Nineveh was the most important city. Third, the phrase could indicate
Nineveh’s importance to God. Fourth, if the noun μyhiløa‘ is taken as a true plural (“gods”),
the phrase could mean that many “gods” were worshiped in the city. See further the textual
note and commentary on 3:3.

55 Proponents of this interpretation are listed in Bewer, Jonah, 52.
56 Helpful is Hart-Davies, “The Book of Jonah in the Light of Assyrian Archaeology.”
57 Wiseman, “Jonah’s Nineveh,” 38.

crisis may have served as the circumstance that rendered the Ninevites open to
Jonah’s pronouncement that “in forty days” the city “would be changed” (3:4).
Jay Lemanski uses the Assyrian Eponym Chronicle to demonstrate that the
mid-eighth century BC was one of Assyrian weakness and therefore vulnera-
bility and openness to repentance.52 As Theodore Laetsch writes: “Nineveh’s
conversion at Jonah’s preaching in a time of threatening national ruin is there-
fore—aside from God’s grace—quite reasonable also from a purely psycho-
logical point of view.”53

A second testimony supports the size of the city as described in Jonah 3:3:
“Nineveh was a great city belonging to God, a walk of three days.”54 Some
have criticized that description, especially its implication that it took three days
to traverse the city, as inaccurate for Nineveh in the eighth century BC. Again,
ancient testimonies confirm that the narrator of Jonah is correct in his descrip-
tion of Nineveh (see “A Walk of Three Days” in the commentary on 3:3b). For
example, one way of discussing the three-day journey of Jonah 3:3 is by un-
derstanding this description to be a reference to the so-called “Greater Nin-
eveh” or “Assyrian Triangle.” This interpretation posits that “Nineveh” in the
narrative of Jonah is meant to include the area surrounding the city, including
the places listed in Gen 10:11–12.55 An area this large would warrant a three-
day journey. In this way “Nineveh, the great city” (1:2; 3:2; 4:11) may mean
something like “the Nineveh district.”56 A different way to interpret the three-
day journey, while also relying on ancient testimony, is to follow work of Wise-
man, who interprets the three days to denote a diplomatic process: a day for
arrival, a day for the visit, and a day for departure.57

The third and most definitive testimony to the historical accuracy of Jonah
rests upon the witness in the NT of our Lord and Savior. Jesus declares that he
is “one greater than Jonah” (Mt 12:41; Lk 11:32). Jesus prefaces his connec-
tion to Jonah with this comparison: “Just as Jonah was three days and three
nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and
three nights in the heart of the earth” (Mt 12:40). The comparison assumes that
Jonah’s experience was actual history and that Christ’s own resurrection on the
third day is just as certainly a historical fact; it is “the sign of Jonah” (Mt 12:39).
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58 See Davidson, Typology in Scripture, 416–24.
59 Hummel, The Word Becoming Flesh, 325.
60 Laetsch, The Minor Prophets, 218.
61 Laetsch, The Minor Prophets, 218.

Moreover, Jesus warns, “The men of Nineveh will rise at the judgment with
this generation and they will condemn it, for they repented at the preaching of
Jonah” (Mt 12:41; Lk 11:32). In this saying too, Jesus assumes that the char-
acters and events in the book of Jonah are real and historical. He contrasts the
Ninevites’ repentance with the unbelief of the present generation. Moreover,
“this generation” of unbelievers shall be condemned on the Last Day by the
converted Ninevites, who shall participate in the resurrection to eternal life.

The interpretive hermeneutic used by Jesus in Mt 12:39–41 and Lk
11:29–32 is typological. Biblical typology always presupposes the historicity
of the type. Typology is never mere analogy or illustration, but involves an in-
ner historical and salvific continuity between the promise and the fulfillment.58

Horace Hummel explains this about the witness of Jesus:

For those who demur that Jesus was only arguing analogically (for which any
parable or other tale would serve as well as historical fact), the clinching refu-
tation would appear to be Jesus’ reference to the “men of Nineveh.” He obvi-
ously regards them not only as historical figures, but as still available to
“arise at the judgment with this generation and condemn it” [Mt 12:41; Lk
11:32].59

Laetsch’s arguments for the historicity of Jonah also build upon the testi-
mony of Jesus. Based upon Mt 12:39–42, he makes the following points:

1. There is no indication that Jesus is referring to a parable or quoting from a legend
or that the Pharisees regarded the story of Jonah as an allegory or a myth.

2. There is no indication that Jesus or his opponents regarded Jonah or the repenting
of the Ninevites as less historical than Solomon or the queen of the south.

3. If Jonah’s sojourn in the belly of the fish was non-historical, then according to
Christ’s own logic his authenticating sign would be based upon a non-factual
event.60

Laetsch continues:

As Jesus lay in the grave three days, as Jesus rose again, as these are histori-
cal facts, so is the three-day captivity of Jonah in the fish’s belly and his
deliverance not a legendary story, a mere parable, but irrefutable fact, histor-
ical truth. Else Christ would never have regarded it as a sign and prophecy of
His own burial and resurrection after three days.61

Luther is just as robust in defending the historicity of Jonah as a pure mir-
acle:

But this story of the prophet Jonah is so great that it is almost unbelievable,
yes it even sounds like a lie, and more full of nonsense than any poet’s fable.
If it were not in the Bible, I’d consider it a silly lie. Because if one thinks
about it, Jonah was three days in the huge belly of the whale, where he could
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62 WA TR 3.551 (§ 3705), translated by and quoted in Limburg, Jonah, 120–21.
63 “The threefold identity, that of the prophet’s name, that of the father’s name, that of office,

make the identity of the Jonah who fled before the Lord and later went to Nineveh and the
Jonah of 2 Kings 14:25 practically certain” (Laetsch, The Minor Prophets, 215). This is also
the view taken by Luther (AE 19:3–4).

64 Cf. Alexander, “Jonah and Genre.”
65 The following also argue for the historicity of the book: Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, 440–42;

Alexander, Jonah, 74–77; Trépanier, “The Story of Jonas.”
66 Sasson, Jonah, 20.

have been digested in three hours and changed into the flesh and blood of the
whale. He could have died there a hundred times, under the earth, in the sea,
inside the whale. Isn’t that living in the midst of death? In comparison with
this miracle, the wonder at the Red Sea was nothing.62

There are no valid reasons to reject the inspired testimony of the OT and
NT, nor the corroborating support of Assyrian history and the ancient tradi-
tional Jewish and Christian interpretation, all of which support the historical
framework in the Jonah narrative. Tradition has identified the Jonah of the nar-
rative with “Jonah the son of Amittai, the prophet who was from Gath-hepher”
(2 Ki 14:25), who foretold to Jeroboam II the reestablishment of Israel’s an-
cient boundaries.63 The narrative of Jonah is not some kind of “biblical Pinoc-
chio” that should be classified as a legend, a tale, or a fable. It is a historical
narrative couched with satire and irony.64 It is not fiction, but fact.65

The Date of Writing
The time of the events in the narrative can be readily dated to the middle

of the eighth century BC. The time of the narrative’s composition is fraught
with more questions. However, the dating of the narrative of Jonah is not a dri-
ving factor in the interpretation of its historicity. It is an unrealistic and unpro-
ductive enterprise to argue for a specific time that Jonah was written. Sasson
writes:

Because, however, Jonah is not a writing prophet but rather one about whom
narratives are recorded, the dating of his book is not a test for religious or the-
ological orthodoxy in the same way as is his survival in the fish’s belly.
Therefore, traditionalists can be free to decide whether Jonah himself or a
later admirer wrote the book bearing his name, even when they do not ques-
tion the historical accuracy of the activities reported in that book.66

The limit for the earliest date of the book is set by the identity of “Jonah
ben Amittai” (Jonah 1:1) with the prophet of the same name from Gath-hep-
her, who according to 2 Ki 14:25 prophesied to Jeroboam II (ca. 786–746 BC)
that his kingdom would be extended to Davidic size. Jonah cannot have been
written any later than the third century BC, as it is mentioned in Ben Sirach
(49:10) and possibly cited in Tobit (14:4, 8).

Given the great variety of linguistic interpretations of the Hebrew used in
Jonah, it is not surprising that estimated dates for the narrative’s writing range
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1 Sasson, “On Jonah’s Two Missions,” 26–27.

Jonah 3:1–3a

Scene 4: Jonah’s Second Call

Translation
3 1Then the Word of Yahweh came to Jonah a second time, saying, 2“Arise, go
to Nineveh, the great city, and call out to it the call that I am about to speak to
you.” 3aSo Jonah arose and went to Nineveh according to the Word of Yahweh.

Textual Notes
3:1 .rmoêa̋le tynIève hn:¡/yAla, hw:ühy“Arb'd“ yhiáy“˝w"—This verse is identical to 1:1 except that
yTæ`mia}A˜b, (“the son of Amittai”) in 1:1 is replaced by tynIève here. This is the feminine
form of the ordinal numerical adjective ynIve, “second.” Here and often elsewhere, the
feminine form is used as an adverb, “a second time, again” (see BDB, s.v. ynIve, under
the root hnv III). For the prophetic “Word of Yahweh” as portending Jesus, the in-
carnate Word, and for the construction Ala, … yhiy“˝w" (“was/came to”), see the first tex-
tual note on 1:1.
3:2 hl…–/dG“˝h' ry[i¢˝h; hwE¡n“ynIêAla, Jĺà μWqü—This first part of Yahweh’s second call to Jonah
is identical to the first part of his original call (“Arise, go to Nineveh, the great city”).
See the first two textual notes on 1:2.

h;~˝yl,~ae ar:•q]˝WI—In Leningradensis (hence BHS), the conjunction is pointed anom-
alously as the vowel letter shureq (̋W) with the hireq vowel ( ˝WI). Normally the conjunc-
tion is pointed as shureq when the initial consonant has shewa, so the expected form
is ar:q]˝W as in 1:2.

The Qal masculine singular imperative of ar:q… is repeated from 1:2 (h;˝yl≤–[; ar:∞q]˝W),
but here it takes the preposition la, instead of l[' (both with third feminine singular
suffix, referring to hwEn“ynI since cities are feminine in Hebrew). These two prepositions
often seem to be used interchangeably, especially in Jeremiah and later OT books.
The LXX translates both 1:2 and 3:2 identically and neutrally: kai; khvruxon ejn 
aujth'/, “and preach in her/it.” However, la, more commonly means “to,” whereas
“against” is more often a meaning of l['. The combination l[' ar:q… can refer to an-
nouncing judgment, as in Jonah 1:2, “call out against” Nineveh (see the third textual
note on 1:2 and BDB, s.v. ar:q…, 3 a and d). The content of what Jonah was to preach
was not given in 1:2, but the construction made clear that it was to be a message of
judgment. Sasson argues that the change here to la, is significant and that Yahweh
here gives Jonah a more neutral directive: “The idiom la arq (better perhaps the verb
arq with the la here used merely to introduce the indirect object) controls the de-
livery of some message which Jonah is to convey to the Ninevites.”1 It is plausible
that the shift from l[' in 1:2 to la, in 3:2 involves a change in Yahweh’s assignment
to his prophet. Whereas in 1:2 Yahweh instructed Jonah to preach “against” the city,
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2 The literary technique of repetition is a common feature of OT narrative. Often there is some
minor but significant change in the repeated version, reflecting a different standpoint or inter-
pretation of events between the first and second texts. For example, compare Gen 24:1–22
with Gen 24:34–49 (especially 24:3–4 with 24:41). Also compare the three versions of the
interaction between Potiphar’s wife and Joseph in Genesis 39 (especially 39:12–13 and
39:17–18). Significant also is the repetition of a sentence without a change in language
despite an intervening event, such as the dialogue between Yahweh and Elijah in 1 Ki
19:9–18, where Elijah’s failure to change his response leads Yahweh to redirect him for a
further mission.

3 The OT prophets constantly draw attention to the fact that their messages come directly from
God. For an impressive list of phrases that illustrate this, all drawn from the book of Isaiah,
see Young, My Servants the Prophets, 171–75. Similar lists could be constructed for other
prophetic books.

now in 3:2 Yahweh commands Jonah to announce “to” it an as-yet unspecified mes-
sage.2 The message itself is not revealed to Jonah until he enters the city, and we, the
audience, hear it only when Jonah preaches it in 3:4. These different nuances for l['
versus la, further signal a change in Jonah’s prophetic status. Whereas 1:2 might sug-
gest that Jonah was given a measure of freedom in how to word his judgment oracle,
the rest of 3:2 specifies that Jonah is to be completely dependent on Yahweh for the
wording of his prophetic statement. It will not even be given to him until it is time to
preach it. This subtle change in the wording of Jonah’s second call is perhaps intended
to prepare us for the unexpected consequences of his mission (3:5–10).

.Ú̋yl≤âae rb́àDo yki`nOa; rv≤àa} ha;+yrIQ]˝h'Ata,—These words emphasize the divine origin of
Jonah’s proclamation. The message he is to communicate is not his own; it comes
from God.3

The preceding imperative ar:q], “to proclaim, call,” takes the cognate direct ob-
ject noun ha;yrIq], “proclamation” (BDB), with the article. The cognate accusative con-
struction can be rendered “proclaim the proclamation” or “call the call.” This noun
occurs only here in the OT. It is a neutral term in that it does not indicate whether the
content of the message is judgment or salvation. If a judgment oracle were intended
here, we might have expected a term such as aC;m', “oracle,” which is often used to in-
troduce judgment oracles against Gentile nations (see, e.g., Is 13:1; 15:1; 17:1; 19:1;
21:1), including an oracle against Nineveh (Nah 1:1). Therefore, like the change from
l[' to la, (see the preceding textual note), the use of this term too may subtly prepare
us for the unexpected salvation of Nineveh.

The LXX translates ha;yrIq] as khvrugma, which occurs elsewhere in the LXX only
in 2 Chr 30:5, where it renders l/q, referring to Hezekiah’s “decree” for Israel to cel-
ebrate the Passover, and in Prov 9:3 and 1 Esdras 9:3. In the NT, khvrugma is the term
used in Mt 12:41 and Lk 11:32, where Jesus refers to “the preaching of Jonah” (see
the excursus “The Sign of Jonah”). It also is the term used in one of the alternate end-
ings of Mark; Rom 16:25; 1 Cor 1:21; 2:4; 15:14; 2 Tim 4:17; Titus 1:3 that refers to
the “preaching” of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, resulting in the salvation of all who be-
lieve. Compare Jonah 3:5: “Then the men of Nineveh believed in God.”

The relative clause Ú̋yl≤âae rb´àDo yki`nOa; rv≤àa} modifying ha;yrIq] uses the Qal partici-
ple (rb´àDo) of the verb rb'D:. In the Qal, the only forms of rb'D: that occur in the OT are
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4 Moses twice is given the assignment to ascend Mount Sinai and receive the Ten Command-
ments (Ex 19:20; 34:1–2), but that was necessitated by Israel’s disobedience (Exodus 32),
not by any failure on the part of Moses. Compare Acts 10:13–16, where Peter resists the
command given him thrice in a vision.

the infinitive construct (once in the OT), the active participle (thirty-nine occurrences),
and the passive participle (one occurrence). The active Qal forms mean “speak”
(BDB) and thus are synonymous with the far more common Piel forms.

In general, the temporal force of a participle must be determined from the con-
text. However, participles are often used for actions that will take place in the near
future, in which case “a future action, mainly an approaching action, is represented
as being already in progress” (Joüon, § 121 e). Therefore, it is likely that by using
rb´àDo here Yahweh refers to “the call that I am about to speak to you.” Similarly, Jonah’s
sermon in 3:4 also uses a participle: “Yet in forty days Nineveh is about to be changed
[tk,P…âh]n<],” and as soon as Jonah preaches his sermon, the change starts (3:5–9).

The Syriac Peshitta translates the Hebrew here in 3:2 literally with a participle
and pronoun, anå rmoåD, “that I am speaking.” The Vulgate translates with the present
tense, quam ego loquor ad te, as do most English translations, for example, “the mes-
sage that I tell you” (ESV). The LXX translates with an aorist, o} ejgw; ejlavlhsa pro;"
sev, and some English translations likewise use the past tense, for example, “as I told
you to” (JB). However, for the past tense, a perfect verb could have been used (e.g.,
Ú̋yl≤ae yTir“B'DI rv,a}).
3:3 hw:=hy“ rbæ¢d“˝Ki hw<¡n“ynIêAla, Jl,YEü˝w" hn:fi/y μq;Y:∞˝w"—This verse begins with the same two words
as 1:3, h~n:/y μq;Y:•˝w", “Jonah arose” (see the first textual note on 1:3). There Jonah only
appeared to arise in obedience to obey Yahweh’s command in 1:2, μWq·, “Arise,” 
because he proceeded to flee toward Tarshish. But here in 3:3, the two verbs 
Jl,YEü˝w" … μq;Y:∞˝w" (the Qal third masculine singular imperfects of μWq and Jl'h; with waw
consecutive) indicate that Jonah “arose and went,” faithfully fulfilling Yahweh’s com-
mand in 3:2, which uses the same two verbs: Jl´à μWqü, “Arise, go” (the masculine sin-
gular Qal imperatives of μWq and Jl'h;).

Regarding hw<¡n“ynIê, see the discussion of “Nineveh” in the textual notes on 1:2.
Explicitly confirming Jonah’s obedience here is the construct phrase hw:=hy“ rbæ¢d“˝Ki,

“according to the Word of Yahweh.” The noun rb;D:, “word,” is in construct with the
Tetragrammaton and has the preposition K] “expressing conformity to a standard or
rule” (BDB, s.v. K], 1 c (1)). This phrase occurs only here in Jonah, but twenty-five
times elsewhere in the OT, many noting how believers faithfully carry out a divine
mandate (e.g., Josh 8:27; 1 Ki 12:24; 17:5; Jer 13:2; 2 Chr 35:6).

Commentary
3:1 Jonah is the only biblical prophet who must be given his assignment

a second time because of his prior disobedience.4 In calling Jonah again, Yah-
weh graciously makes no reference to the prophet’s previous failure (1:3–2:1
[ET 1:3–17]). Jonah 3:1 repeats 1:1 except that the grace-filled tynIève (“a sec-
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5 Compare tynI¡ve, “a second time,” in Gen 22:15, where it introduces Gen 22:15–18, the second
of two gracious divine words spoken by the Angel of Yahweh to Abraham. The first divine
word was the command not to slay his son Isaac (Gen 22:11–12).

6 For Jonah’s “baptism” and the motifs of dying to sin and rising to new life, see the excursus
“Death and Resurrection Motifs in Luther’s Baptismal Theology.” For the meaning of
“Jonah” as a “dove” connoting unfaithfulness, see the commentary on 1:1.

7 See the excursus “Sheol.”
8 The commentary on 2:10 (ET 2:9) opined that after Jonah was vomited onto the dry land

(2:11 [ET 2:10]), he promptly received his second call to go to Nineveh, which he obeyed.
The prophet would have to wait until after his mission to Nineveh before he could fulfill his
promise to offer sacrifice at the Jerusalem temple and fulfill any other vows. The book ends
without revealing whether or not Jonah did so.

ond time”) replaces “the son of Amittai,” naming Jonah’s father.5 Due to
Jonah’s “baptism” in the sea (Jonah 2), Yahweh has no word of condemnation
for his “flighty dove” (cf. Micah 7:19; Rom 8:1).6

At this point in the narrative, Jonah has been to hell and back. He has ex-
perienced Yahweh’s gracious deliverance from “Sheol” (2:3 [ET 2:2]) and “the
underworld” (2:7 [ET 2:6]).7 He is not the same person. The “salvation” that
“belongs to Yahweh” (2:10 [ET 2:9]) has given Jonah a new start, and its fruits
are brought forth in 3:3 when he leaves his old life and arises as a new man,
“created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness” (Eph 4:24 NIV).
After Peter denied Christ, he too received a second chance from this same God
(Jn 21:15–19). His experience taught him to call God “the God of all grace”
(1 Pet 5:10).

Not only does Yahweh forget Jonah’s sin (cf. Jer 31:34), neither does he
now prompt Jonah to fulfill the prophet’s earlier promise, “What I have vowed,
I will indeed repay” (2:10 [ET 2:9]).8 Yahweh’s words carry no rebuke for Jonah
and no warning of what would happen if he once again failed to obey. So in
this merciful manner, the plot rewinds and begins anew. The bedraggled, sea-
weed-draped, vomit-stained, and traumatized prophet likely was a bit more re-
ceptive to the Word of Yahweh this time!

3:2–3a Jonah’s overall movement in chapter 1 and into chapter 2 was
characterized by the verb “to go down,” away from Yahweh (who told him to
“arise,” 1:2) and from other people, down toward death (see dr"y: in 1:3, 5; 2:7
[ET 2:6]; see also his movement in 1:15; 2:3–6 [ET2:2–5]). In chapter 3, Jonah’s
action is characterized by μWq, “arise” (3:2–3), Jl'h;, “to go, walk” (3:2–3), and
“call” (ar:q…, 3:2, 4; see also the noun ha;yrIq],̋ “proclamation, call,” in 3:2).

From the first two chapters, we are familiar with the narrator’s fondness of
repetition. His repetition of key verbs in 3:2–4 invites us to compare and con-
trast Jonah with the pagan Gentiles who are converted to saving faith in the
one true God. Yahweh first commanded Jonah to “arise, go, … call out” to Nin-
eveh (μWq, Jl'h;, and ar:q…, 1:2). The captain of the ship called on Jonah to “arise”
and “call” on his God (μWq, ar:q…, 1:6). In chapter 1, Jonah spurned those calls
by Yahweh and the captain, but now in 3:2–4, those verbs describe how Jonah
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9 See the many passages cited in BDB, s.v. Jl'h;, Qal, II 3 a and c. In other passages, the Hith-
pael of the verb refers to “walking” with God (e.g., Gen 5:22, 24; 6:9; 17:1; 24:40).

10 See the excursus “Mission in the Old Testament.”

faithfully carries out Yahweh’s repeated call. The people and king of Nineveh
will display a faithful response to Yahweh’s Word by means of these same
verbs. The Ninevites “call” for a fast (ar:q…, 3:5). The king “arises” from his
throne (μWq, 3:6) to don sackcloth and issue his decree that all his people should
sincerely “call” to God (ar:q…, 3:8).

Supporting the view that the repetition of these three verbs is deliberate and
significant is the fact that none of the three occur again in the book after 3:8.

Thus μWq, “arise,” echoes throughout chapter 3 as a “resurrection” re-
minder of Jonah’s renewed call, which he now carries out, in contrast to his
disobedience in chapter 1, which led to his descent and near death in Sheol
(2:3, 7 [ET 2:2, 6]).

Yahweh’s original command for Jonah to “go” (Jl'h;, 1:2) is repeated in
3:2, and then Jonah “went” (Jl'h;, 3:3), showing Jonah’s slow but finally will-
ing response to Yahweh’s command. This verb is often used to describe a per-
son’s life of faith in response to God’s Word; in such passages, it is usually
translated as “walk.”9 This suggests that Jl'h; in 3:3 (“Jonah … went/walked”)
does not simply refer to Jonah’s mode of transportation. Rather, it describes his
mode of life in response to Yahweh’s grace. He is now walking in the ways of
Yahweh, “according to the Word of Yahweh” (3:3). In the NT, Paul uses peri-
patevw, “to walk,” to convey a similar meaning (e.g., Rom 6:4; Gal 5:16; Eph
4:1; Col 1:10; 1 Thess 2:12).

The repetition of Yahweh’s call to Jonah using the same verbs in 1:2 and
3:2 accents an ongoing theme in the book. What Yahweh commands, says, and
does will eventually accomplish his will. Even if Yahweh’s Word is not heeded
or fulfilled immediately, as it is not in chapters 1–2, it will be fulfilled in time,
as it is in chapter 3. He will not be thwarted. After all, he is the God of the heav-
ens, who made the sea and the dry land (1:9).

The repetition of the same verbs in reference to the pagan Gentiles who
are converted to faith (the sailors in chapter 1; the Ninevites in chapter 3) ac-
cents both the omnipotence and the free grace of Yahweh, over against the pow-
erlessness and futility of people like Jonah who resist his Word. Although his
chosen prophet or people may refuse to believe (for a time or permanently),
Yahweh can and will raise up other believers whom he saves through faith.10

To highlight that Yahweh’s powerful grace operates through his Word, the
author has worded the chain of events in chapter 3 in such a way that the verb
ar:q…, “to call,” functions much like lWf, “to hurl,” did in chapter 1. There Yah-
weh “hurled” the great wind (1:4) that set in motion more hurling (1:5) that fi-
nally ends up with the hurling of Jonah into the sea (1:12, 15). Similarly, the
imperative of ar:q…, “call out,” in 3:2 sets in motion a series of callings. Jonah
“called out” to the Ninevites in 3:4, and the people “called” for a fast in 3:5,
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11 AE 19:83.
12 In other texts, Hebrew narrative cleverly uses these kinds of indirect changes to communi-

cate important truths. For example, when Manoah’s wife (Judg 13:3–5) is told by the Angel
of Yahweh that she will conceive and bear a son, she repeats to her husband the terms of the
divine promise almost word for word, but she significantly changes the final clause of
the annunciation. The Angel says, “The child will be a Nazirite to God from the womb, and he
will begin to save Israel from the hand of the Philistines” (Judg 13:5). But in her repetition
she concludes, “The child will be a Nazirite to God from the womb until the day of his
death” (Judg 13:7). It is telling that the divine promise that ended with liberation (13:5) now
concludes with death (13:7). The woman’s silence on the explicit promise of salvation and
her counterpoising it with the phrase “until the day of his death” are hints of what kind of
future lies before Samson. This dissonance subtly sets the scene for a powerful but spiritual-
ly dubious judge of Israel. Samson ends up sowing much destruction during his life, and the
greatest salvation he brings will be through his death (Judg 16:30). Cf. Rom 5:8–9; Phil 2:8.

with the king of Nineveh issuing a decree that commands every Ninevite sin-
cerely to “call” to God (3:8).

The grammar expounds the theology. Yahweh’s call accomplishes his
salvific purpose (cf. Is 55:10–11). Paul puts in this way in 1 Thess 5:24: “The
one who calls you (oJ kalw'n) is faithful, and he will do it.”

Commenting on Jonah’s call into the office of prophet, Luther refers, by
extension, to the pastoral office:

Thus both the office and the Word employed in the office must be compre-
hended in the divine command. If that is done, the work will prosper and bear
fruit. But when men run without God’s command or proclaim other messages
than God’s Word, they work nothing but harm. Jeremiah, too, drives both
these facts home, saying (Jer. 23:21): “I did not send the prophets, yet they
ran; I did not speak to them, yet they prophesied.” You who are to preach,
impress these two points on your minds!11

Both the Word and the office are divine and are commanded by God. And
so Yahweh (re)calls Jonah into the office, and he promises to give him the very
words he is to say.

The change from l[' (“call out against” Nineveh) in 1:2 to la, (“call out to
it”) in 3:2 subtly suggests that Yahweh may already have in mind the change
in his verdict from the destruction of Nineveh to its salvation (3:10). This be-
ginning of divine reprieve—hinted at in the change of prepositions—will be
further intimated in the ambiguity of Jonah’s announcement in 3:4. In the ser-
mon Yahweh gives Jonah, he uses the Niphal participle of Jp'h; to say that Nin-
eveh “is about to be changed.” The Niphal of that verb can refer to the
destruction of a city, but it can also refer to another kind of change. What is
conveyed to us by these subtle hints is an indication of things to come.12 The
slight change in prepositions from 1:2 to 3:2 foreshadows the change in the
Ninevites—pagans who are brought to repentance and faith by the preached
Word—and the complete change in Yahweh’s disposition toward them, ex-
pressed in 3:10.

Two of the imperatives from 3:2, “Arise, go” (Jĺà μWqü), become indicatives
in 3:3: “Jonah arose and went” (Jl,YEüw̋" hn:fi/y μq;Y:∞w̋"). Yet the third imperative in 3:2,
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13 Burrows, “The Literary Category of the Book of Jonah,” 93, estimates the travel time as
“about a month.” Isserlin, The Israelites, 26, asserts that the journey “could have taken him
a month and a half.” Isserlin estimates camel caravan speeds to have been between fifteen
and thirty-seven miles per day (p. 25).

14 His command that the sailors should hurl him into the sea (1:12) can be interpreted as an
admission that he deserved that punishment.

“call out” (ar:•q]W̋I), has no corresponding indicative in 3:3 (“he called out” does
not come until 3:4). That absence leaves Jonah’s response as yet incomplete. The
first time around, Jonah obeyed only one of the two imperatives (“arise, go”) in
1:2; he “arose” (1:3). Now he obeys two of the three imperatives in 3:2. In com-
parison to 1:2–3, his obedience now is more complete, but it is not yet total or
assured. Suspense lingers. This time will the prophet call out Yahweh’s Word?

Summary of Scene 4
Jonah 3:1–3a does not explicitly state that Jonah has repented, that the ex-

perience with the sea and the great fish have humbled him, that Yahweh’s sal-
vation (2:10 [ET 2:9]) prompts his obedience, or that he now plans to change
his theology to accommodate God’s desire to save all people, even pagan Gen-
tiles like the Ninevites (Jonah resents that in 4:1–2).

So why does Jonah go to Nineveh this time? After all, this was a demand-
ing journey of about five hundred miles from the Mediterranean coast across
desert routes. The approximate travel time in antiquity from Jerusalem to Nin-
eveh is estimated to have been between a month and forty-five days, based on
caravan speed.13 So why go?

One answer might be that Jonah realizes he cannot escape Yahweh. This
God has pursued him from Israel, across the sea, into the ocean depths, even
to “the belly of Sheol” and “the underworld” (2:3–7b [2:2–6b]), then out onto
the land again (2:11 [ET 2:10]). At this point, Jonah may simply be giving in,
passively but not joyfully acquiescing to what Yahweh wants.

Another answer as to why Jonah goes to Nineveh this time might be that
he hopes or anticipates that the Ninevites will not respond, in which case they
would be destroyed. Nothing would be sweeter for him than this (cf. 4:2)! Jonah
knows all about Yahweh’s mercy (4:2), but he also knows that destruction and
death can occur if repentance and faith are not forthcoming. His near-death ex-
perience (1:15–2:8a [ET 1:15–2:7a]) after his own rebellion (1:3) would have
reinforced that. If Jonah is given any freedom in crafting his sermon in 3:4, we
might surmise that he even may be attempting to steer the Ninevites to de-
struction by delivering a sermon that is only five words long, contains no call
for the Ninevites to repent, and says nothing about escape or salvation. It is as
though Jonah marches off to Nineveh with an explosive briefcase tucked un-
der his arm, presumably packed with pounds of prophetic rhetorical explosives!

Or perhaps Jonah goes to the great city because of his renewed faith. Af-
ter all, Yahweh had saved him from the death he surely knew he deserved.14

Despite his rebellion, Yahweh had provided a great fish for his deliverance (2:1
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15 See the excursuses “Sheol” and “Death and Resurrection Motifs in Luther’s Baptismal The-
ology.”

16 See “Jonah as Sinner and Saint” in the commentary on 1:2. See also “The Place of the Psalm
in the Book of Jonah” in “Introduction to Jonah 2”; the commentary on 2:8 (ET 2:7); and the
excursus “Death and Resurrection Motifs in Luther’s Baptismal Theology.”

[ET 1:17]), not abandoned him in Sheol (2:3 [ET 2:2]; cf. Ps 16:10), raised him
up to new life (Jonah 2:7c, 10–11 [ET 2:6c, 9–10]), and reinstalled him into
the prophetic office (3:1–2; cf. Jn 21:15–19). Yahweh has come “to seek and
to save what was lost” (Lk 19:10). Just as Paul urges the baptized members of
the congregation in Rome to present themselves to God as people who once
were dead but now are alive (Rom 6:1–18), so also Jonah has been through his
own “baptismal” drowning of the old man and resurrection of the new man of
faith.15 He is now empowered to follow Yahweh’s command, just as Yahweh’s
other servants have done: the wind and the sea (1:4–15) and the great fish (2:1,
11 [ET 1:17; 2:10]).

But if this is true, it will become apparent in chapter 4 that Jonah is still
simul iustus et peccator, “saint and sinner at the same time,”16 and this to the
very end of the narrative.
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