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INTRODUCTION 

 In the first three chapters of Jonah, the Lord calls the namesake prophet to accomplish an 

unexpected mission: to call out against the great city of Nineveh, proclaim its impending 

destruction, and call the people of the city to repentance. After first running in the opposite 

direction and experiencing God’s sovereign mercy and preservation for himself, Jonah 

reluctantly does as the Lord asked; his prophecy brings Nineveh to its knees in penance before 

Yahweh. As Jonah sits to the east of the city, waiting to see what might happen to the Ninevites, 

he wrestles with the striking reality that God’s mercy extends beyond Israel, and even to those 

whom Jonah deems unworthy of it.  

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

 Jonah son of Amittai is mentioned 2 Kings 14 during the author’s overview of King 

Jeroboa’s reign. This places Jonah under the kingship of Jeroboam II, who reigned from 785-745 

B.C.1 2 Kings reveals that Jeroboam “did what was evil in the LORD’s sight” (v. 24) and 

continued in the apostasy of his predecessor. Indeed, Jeroboam’s corrupt legacy is the basis for 

God’s grievances against Israel in Amos and Hosea (see: Amos 1:1; Hos. 1:1).2 At the same 

time, Jeroboam II’s reign was marked by considerable military and economic success3 as he 

recovered Israel’s borders and, as the prophet Amos grumbles, enabled an unrighteous class of 

																																																								
1	M. Patrick Graham, “Jeroboam”, in	David Noel Freedman, Allen C. Myers, and Astrid B. Beck, eds., 

Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible (Grand Rapids, Mich: W.B. Eerdmans, 2000). 692-693. Others have suggested 
2	T. Raymond Hobbs et al., 2 Kings, Word Biblical Commentary, [General ed.: David A. Hubbard; Glenn 

W. Barker. Old Testament ed.: John D. W. Watts. New Testament ed.: Ralph P. Martin]; Vol. 13 (Waco, Tex: Word 
Books, Publ, 1985), 182.	

3	LaSor, Hubbard, and Bush note that, while Nineveh was the capital city of the Assyrian Empire, a 
longstanding, bitter enemy of Israel, Nineveh did not become the Assyrian capital until 700 B.C, several decades 
after Jonah prophesied.  Assyria was not a threat to Israel during the reign of Jeroboam, and the Assyrian Empire’s 
eventual dominance over Israel is not relevant to the story of Jonah. Jonah lived and prophesied during a period of 
stability. William Sanford La Sor et al., Old Testament Survey: The Message, Form, and Background of the Old 
Testament, 2nd ed (Grand Rapids, Mich: W.B. Eerdmans, 1996), 384. 
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social elites (Amos 4:1).4 Nonetheless, God had compassion on Israel because he saw them in 

their affliction (2 Kgs. 14:26). Despite Israel’s violation of the Covenant, God relented from his 

vow to erase the people of Israel from history (v. 27, c.f. Deut. 29:20). Even in Jeroboam’s 

wickedness, God showed mercy and compassion, and saved Israel in their affliction by his hand.  

 Jonah lived and ministered during a period of Israel’s history defined by nationwide 

apostasy and corruption. Yet, Israel was the recipient of God’s mercy. Israel was deserving of 

destruction and judgment, but God had compassion on the nation and relented. This 

understanding adds a new layer of meaning and irony to the story of Jonah, where we read that 

Jonah vehemently rebuked God for extending mercy to the people of Nineveh – unwarranted 

mercy that Jonah and his own people knew all too well. Just as God had saved Israel in their sin 

by the hand of an unrighteous king, he was about to save Nineveh by the hand of his disobedient 

prophet. 

GENRE AND HISTORICITY 

 Jonah is a prophetic narrative with one important distinction: Whereas prophetic 

narratives elsewhere in the Bible, such as those in 1 and 2 Kings, emphasize the prophets’ 

faithfulness to God and God’s blessing upon them, Jonah is portrayed in a distinctly negative 

light. The irony and comedy woven throughout the narrative draws the reader’s attention to the 

hypocrisy, inconsistency, and immaturity of the prophet. While it the story is sensationally 

crafted in order to elicit emotion and imagination from its readers, Jonah is to be read as history. 

It is not a parable, an allegory, or Midrash.5  

																																																								
4	Graham, Eerdmans Dictionary, 692-693.  
5	Douglas Stuart et al., Hosea - Jonah, Word Biblical Commentary, [General ed.: David A. Hubbard; 

Glenn W. Barker. Old Testament ed.: John D. W. Watts. New Testament ed.: Ralph P. Martin]; Vol. 31 (Waco, Tex: 
Word Books, Publ, 1987), 440.	
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 There are two major arguments against the historicity of the book of Jonah: 

discontinuities between historical Nineveh and the details portrayed in the book of Jonah, and the 

sensational, improbable details in the story that compel many critical scholars to read Jonah as a 

fictional parable. I will briefly address these arguments in the following sections.  

Historical Nineveh and the Book of Jonah 

 Historians have pointed out three supposed discontinuities between the descriptions of 

Nineveh in the story of Jonah and the findings of archaeologists and historians. Firstly, there is 

supposedly no archaeological data to support that Nineveh had its own king. As the capital of the 

Assyrian Empire, Nineveh would have been under Assyrian rule. Thus, they argue, the king of 

Nineveh (3:6) must be a fictional character. As we will see, this can be easily explained. Nineveh 

was indeed the capital of the Assyrian Empire at one point in its history. However, it is wrong to 

assume that Nineveh was Assyria’s capital at the time of Jonah’s writing. In fact, the story never 

insinuates that Nineveh is Assyria’s capital, and makes no mention at all of the Assyrian Empire. 

This is because Nineveh did not become the capital of Assyria until Sennacherib’s reign (704-

681 B.C.), while Jonah lived during the reign of Jeroboam (793-753 B.C.). During Jeroboam’s 

reign, Assyria was racked by substantial political and economic turmoil, and the empire was 

divided into semi-independent regions. It is very likely that, at the time of Jonah, Nineveh was an 

Assyrian city-state, and the king of Nineveh was its semi-autonomous ruler.  

 Other critical scholars point out the lack of historical and archaeological evidence to 

support the mass conversion of the city of Nineveh. There are no Assyrian records to indicate 

that the Ninevites ever worshiped Yahweh – a decisively central claim of the book of Jonah. 

With the understanding that Nineveh was a semi-independent city-state, this discontinuity can 

also be explained. The mass conversion probably happened during Nineveh’s period of 
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autonomy. The socio-political environment in the region of Nineveh would have made Nineveh a 

prime candidate for a message from a prophet of Yahweh. Dogged by severe economic downturn 

and military vulnerability, coupled with plagues, it is not surprising that the Ninevites were 

already sensitive to the idea of God’s judgment upon them. But Nineveh was likely brought back 

under the immediate control of the Assyrian government after this brief period of independence, 

probably by Tiglath-Pileser, who would have overturned all religious and political reforms made 

by the local client king.6 Thus, records of the Ninevites’ repentance and worship of Yahweh 

were erased from Assyrian history, but preserved in the Bible.   

Parable or History? 

One Jonah commentator, James Limburg, argues that the book of Jonah is a work of 

fiction. He argues that the specific places, species, and people mentioned in the book are best left 

up to the reader’s imagination and are not important to the story’s meaning. According to 

Limburg, it is merely a Hebrew parable to be read for didactic and not historical purposes. 

Unfortunately, Limburg is not alone in his assertions. His commentary was released in 1993, but 

this viewpoint for which he argues has endured and flourished among contemporary liberal 

theologians and scholars.7 The problems with this view are many, not the least of which being 

that it represents a clear anti-supernatural bias, which, in the mind of the scholar, strips God of 

the power and ability to act miraculously and limits the actions of our sovereign, eternal God to 

what may be “likely” or “possible” in our limited human understanding. Secondly, one of the 

key themes of the book of Jonah is God’s sovereign command over the forces of nature and his 

																																																								
6	Jay Lemanski, “Jonah’s Nineveh,” Concordia Journal 18, no. 1 (January 1992): 40–49.	
7	Schellenberg in the Journal for the Study of the Old Testament holds Limburg’s view, arguing that the 

“fairy tale” motifs in Jonah signal that the book is not a retelling of actual events, but a didactic narrative. See 
Annette Schellenberg, “An Anti-Prophet among the Prophets?: On the Relationship of Jonah to Prophecy,” Journal 
for the Study of the Old Testament 39, no. 3 (March 2015): 353–71, 366. See also Eric A Seibert, “Jonah, the 
‘whale,’ and Dr. Seuss: Asking Historical Questions without Alienating Conservative Students,” The Conrad Grebel 
Review 28, no. 2 (2010): 62–76.	
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ability to manipulate nature to reveal and enact his divine will. To reject the historicity of the 

book of Jonah is to reject this major theological refrain, which is repeated on countless occasions 

throughout Scripture (see: the resurrection of Jesus). Further, the assertion that the events 

depicted in Jonah never happened weakens the polemical message of the book substantially. If 

the story is indeed a fictional work, then it represents a mere theological “what-if.” On the other 

hand, that the historicity of the story of Jonah grounds the character and will of God in history; 

God’s grace and compassion as they are depicted in Jonah are not mere theological musings but 

concrete, enforceable revelation.8 Furthermore, those who hold a fictional-didactic view of the 

book of Jonah must also answer to the fact that Jesus seemed to be working under the 

assumption of a historical-literal interpretation of Jonah (Matthew 12:38-41). In the very same 

passage, Jesus also references the queen of the south appearing before Solomon (12:42) – an 

allusion to 1 Kings 10:1-13. One would be hard-pressed to find a serious biblical scholar who 

would argue that the book of 1 Kings is also a work of didactic fiction. Jesus cites Jonah and 1 

Kings, one after another, in such a way that suggests the stories are true typological events 

pointing forward to his own bodily resurrection and coming earthly reign. To question the 

historicity of even one of these stories would be to question Christ’s grasp of the Old Testament 

(if only Christ were more well-versed in historical-critical theology and genre studies…). To 

suggest that now we have advanced enough as a human race to call into question what thousands 

of years of faithful Christians and theologians – not to mention Jesus himself –understood to be 

true, is absurd.  

																																																								
8	Stuart, Hosea - Jonah, Word Biblical Commentary, 435-36.	
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As readers, interpreters, and preachers of God’s Word, may we encounter the miraculous 

works of God in Scripture and not seek to cast doubt upon them, but allow them to convict us, 

grow us in our faith, and may we respond to them with worship and awe. 

JONAH 4:1-5: TRANSLATION AND COMMENTARY  

4:1 But it greatly maddened Jonah, and he became exceedingly angry. 

 The narrator provides a striking glimpse into the state of the prophet’s heart: Jonah is 

positively enraged that God would spare the people of Nineveh. A literal rendering of the 

Hebrew may read, “And it was evil to Jonah, a great evil, and it burned to him.”9 The use of the 

verb ירע (“to be evil”) and the noun (“evil”) רעה is an example of paranomasia, a literary device 

where two words that may be unconnected in etymology or meaning but similar in sound or 

appearance are used to emphasize some aspect of their meanings.10 The reader’s attention is 

called to the emphasis by the similarity of sound or appearance. This way, a statement or clause 

that would otherwise be unremarkable stands out from the context.11 Bullinger writes of 

paranomasia, “The figure is very frequently used and is never to be disregarded.”12  

In this case, the emphasis is on Jonah’s fury. That God would spare the wicked city of 

Nineveh is an abomination to Jonah. The cause of Jonah’s anger is the subject of some debate. 

Was Jonah angry that his proclamation to Nineveh did not come true, and he was essentially a 

false prophet? Was he angry at his public failure?13 As we will see in verse 2, while these 

																																																								
	4:1 וירע אל־יונה	רעה גדולה	ויחר לו			9
10		Allen P. Ross, Introducing Biblical Hebrew (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2001). 365. 

See also Douglas Stewart’s comments on paranomasia in Jonah 1:1 in Douglas Stuart et al., Hosea - Jonah, Word 
Biblical Commentary, [General ed.: David A. Hubbard; Glenn W. Barker. Old Testament ed.: John D. W. Watts. 
New Testament ed.: Ralph P. Martin]; Vol. 31 (Waco, Tex: Word Books, Publ, 1987), 501-502. 

11	E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, Explained and Illustrated (London : Eyre & 
Spottiswoode; New York, E. & J.B. Young & co., 1898), 307. 

12	Ibid.	
13	Mary Donovan Turner, “Jonah 3:10-4:11,” Interpretation 52, no. 4 (October 1998): 411–14.	
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certainly may be contributing factors, the reason behind Jonah’s anger is due to his 

understanding of God’s character being confirmed in an unexpected way. Jonah anticipated 

God’s mercy upon the Ninevites; he never doubted that God would respond to their repentance 

by relenting. It is the confirmation of this expectation that Jonah cites as the reason for his 

anger.14 

4:2 And he prayed to the LORD and he said, please LORD, was this not my saying, even 

when I was in my own land? Therefore, in order to confront this I fled to Tarshish, for I knew 

that you are a gracious God, and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in mercy15, and 

one who relents from disaster. 

 The line “Jonah prayed” draws the reader’s attention back to chapter 2 where Jonah prays 

to the Lord from the belly of the fish.16 However, unlike in chapter 2 where Jonah praises 

Yahweh for his sovereign act of mercy despite Jonah’s disobedience, Jonah objects to God’s 

mercy because the people of Nineveh were the recipients of it. Whereas Jonah delighted in God’s 

mercy in light of his own wrongdoing, he is enraged by God’s mercy upon the wrongdoing of 

Nineveh. Jonah says as much, as he confesses his true motive in fleeing: he knew that, if the 

people of Nineveh repented, God would accept their acknowledgement of him, however naïve or 

shallow, and relent from destroying the city.17  

																																																								
14	Sandor Goodhart, “Prophecy, Sacrifice and Repentance in the Story of Jonah,” Semeia 33 (1985): 43–

63.	
 ,chesed: 1. goodness, kindness (of man toward man) or 2. Lovingkindness, condescending care ,ֶחֶסד		15

abundance in goodness (of God). Here, the best understanding of ֶחֶסד is mercy. ֶחֶסד describes Yahweh’s kindness in 
pardoning the iniquity of a guilty party (c.f. Num. 14:17-19) and enduring love, which is a unique characteristic of 
God’s covenant relationship with his people. James Limburg, Hosea--Micah, Interpretation, a Bible Commentary for 
Teaching and Preaching (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1988), 154. See also Brown Driver and Briggs Hebrew and 
English Lexicon, 338-339.  

16		W.C. Williams, “Jonah, Book of”, in Geoffrey William Bromiley, ed., The International Standard Bible 
Encyclopedia. Vol. 2: E - J, Fully rev., [Nachdr.] (Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 2002). 1113, Table 3.	

17		Tremper Longman and David E. Garland, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 486.	
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 In his prayer, Jonah repeats a very familiar Hebrew characterization of God: “I knew that 

you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger (‘~yIP;’a; %r<a,Û), abounding in faithful 

love, and one who relents from sending disaster” (4:2b). A study18 of OT occurrences of the 

expression “slow to anger” (‘~yIP;’a; %r<a,Û) sheds a great deal of light on the state of Jonah’s heart 

and on his rationale for fleeing from the presence of God. 

“Slow To Anger”: God’s Faithful Love of Israel 

Jonah is quoting God’s own words from Exodus 34:6. At this key moment in Israel’s 

history, God had declared that he would not go with Moses and the people of Israel into the land 

of Canaan (Ex. 33:3) because they had rejected him and worshiped the image of the golden calf. 

God vowed to hold Israel accountable for their sin and “erase them” from his book (32:33). 

Moses advocated for his people, pleading with God to forgive Israel’s apostasy and remain with 

them as they journeyed into Canaan. God revealed his divine glory to Moses, proclaiming: 

The Lord, the Lord, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to 
anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to 
thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he 
does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and 
their children for the sin of the parents to the third and fourth 
generation (Ex. 34:6-7).  
 

Having seen the person of God, Moses responded by worshipping and, with bolstered 

confidence, pleading for God to fully forgive the sins of Israel. The renewed covenant 

stipulations in the following chapter confirm that God had forgiven Israel and his grace had not 

come to an end. Moses’ appeal for pardon was rooted in the name, glory, and character of God, 

which he had just witnessed firsthand: Yahweh is a gracious and compassionate God who is slow 

																																																								
18	John W. Ellison and Thomas Nelson & Sons. “Slow”, Nelson’s Complete Concordance of the Revised 

Standard Version of the Bible (New York: Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1957). 1756.	
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to anger and quick to forgive rebellion and sin.19 Later, Moses quoted verbatim this proclamation 

after Israel refused to enter the land of Canaan for fear of its inhabitants. The Lord grieved, 

“How long will these people despise me? How long will they not trust in me despite all the signs 

I have performed among them? I will strike them with a plague and destroy them. Then I will 

make you into a greater and mightier nation than they are” (Num. 14:11). Once again, Israel had 

grievously sinned against God, and God responded in anger; he vowed to destroy Israel and 

preserve only Moses. But Moses appealed to God’s character he had witnessed at Mt. Sinai, 

pleading for him to once again pardon Israel’s iniquity and relent from destroying them. Exodus 

34:6 is repeated several other times throughout the OT. After Nehemiah’s wall is completed, the 

people of Israel assemble to read the Law, worship, fast, repent, and confess “their sins and the 

iniquities of their fathers” (9:2). They recall and rejoice in God’s pardoning of the sins of their 

ancestors, quoting Exodus 34:16. Further, the prophet Joel appeals to Exodus 34:6 when he calls 

the nation of Israel to repentance:  

Yet even now,’ declares the LORD, “return to me with all your 
heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; and rend 
your hearts and not your garments.” Return to the LORD your 
God, for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding 
in steadfast love; and he relents over disaster (Joel 2:11b-13 
ESV).20  
 

Jonah’s Response 

 These texts reveal that, as a Hebrew who worships Yahweh (1:9), Jonah does not simply 

have a cursory awareness of God’s propensity to forgive repentant sinners. Rather, the history of 

																																																								
19	LaSor, Old Testament Survey, 78.	
20	Interestingly, after appealing to Yahweh’s character as a merciful and compassionate God, Joel inquires, 

“Who knows? ( ִַמי יֹוֵדע) He may turn and relent” (Joel 2:14a). The same expression, “Who knows? ( ִַמי יֹוֵדע) God may 
turn and relent” is used by the king of Nineveh (Jon. 3:9).The expression  ִַמי יֹוֵדע is also used by David when he 
explains to his servants the reason for his fasting and mourning: “I fasted and wept because I thought, Who knows? 
The LORD may be gracious to me and let him live” (2 Sam. 12:22). Thomas B Dozeman, “Inner-Biblical 
Interpretation of Yahweh’s Gracious and Compassionate Character,” Journal of Biblical Literature 108, no. 2 
(1989): 207–23. 
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Jonah’s nation, his ancestors, his contemporaries, and Jonah himself are positively soaked in the 

mercy of God. Jonah, along with every Hebrew since Abram, has experienced firsthand the 

untold grace of God, who has compassion on sinners and relents from sending disaster upon 

them.  

The irony of Jonah’s story is the prophet’s utter disgust at God’s merciful nature. That 

God would even entertain the idea of revealing himself and his grace to such a wicked people as 

the Ninevites is horrifying to Jonah. Jonah has apparently forgotten the wickedness of his own 

people and the untold mercy of God from which he and his ancestors have benefitted for 

generations. Unlike his ancestor Moses, who appealed to God’s merciful nature to plead for 

Israel’s pardon from God’s wrath, Jonah attempts to forestall God’s mercy to ensure Nineveh’s 

destruction.  

4:3      Therefore, now, please take my life from me, LORD, for death is better for me than to live. 

 We have already seen Jonah praise God for saving his life from the belly of the fish (2:6)  

and vow to sacrifice to God with a voice of thanksgiving (though we have no textual evidence to 

presume that he actually does). Now, after only a chapter, Jonah is pleading with God to take his 

life again. What, then, is the cause of Jonah’s drastic change of attitude?  

 Some have suggested that Jonah was a nationalist who relished the thought of an 

important enemy city being destroyed and was wholly disappointed when he did not get to 

witness it.21 While this interpretation is on track, there are problems with it. We have seen that 

Nineveh was not an important city during Jonah’s lifetime, and Assyria was decades away from 

being a threat to Israel.22 Elements of nationalism may certainly be in view, but hostility between 

																																																								
21	Douglas Stuart argues that Jonah is a nationalist who could not stand the fact that Jonah had rescued 

Nineveh, a city controlled by the enemy Assyrians. Thus, cannot stand to live in a world where God forgives the 
enemies of Israel. Douglas Stuart et al., Hosea - Jonah, WBC, 502-503.	

22	See comments in footnote 3.	



	 	 Tracy	 11	

Assyria and Israel is not a likely basis for Jonah’s anger. It has also been suggested that Jonah is 

angry that the Ninevites have repented. This is a problematic interpretation as well; Jonah could 

hardly have been surprised that the Ninevites would attempt to avert their immanent destruction 

and repent.23 There is a much deeper heart issue in view. Jonah likely did not know that God had 

relented from destroying Nineveh. Verse 3:11 is a narrative aside for the reader’s benefit, and as 

we will see, Jonah will still hold out hope that disaster will befall the city (v. 5). However, Jonah 

is well aware of God’s character – he has witnessed it for himself – and “Jonah recognizes that 

the response of the Lord will be in keeping with his character.”24 Longman points out that 

Jonah’s confession of faith in verse 2 is the smoking gun when it comes to evaluating the state of 

Jonah’s heart. Jonah has seen this entire episode coming from the beginning: he knew that God is 

gracious and compassionate, and that he would spare the Ninevites if they repented.25 When he 

realizes that he cannot run to escape this reality, he asks God to take his life. The Hebrew ht[w 

(therefore…)26 is used elsewhere in the Old Testament to draw attention to the central point of a 

prayer or petition following a preamble.27 Therefore, Jonah’s request for God to take his life 

(“Therefore, now, please take my life from me”) is predicated on his previous profession of 

God’s mercy. Yahweh is a merciful God, and his mercy extends beyond the borders of Israel 

even to the wicked city of Nineveh. Jonah would rather die than accept this as reality. 

																																																								
23	Tremper Longman and David E. Garland, eds., The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 486. 
24	Ibid.	
25	Ibid.		
	ועתה	יהוה קח־נא את־נפשי	ממני	כי	טוב מותי מחיי				26
27	E.g.,	“I will sing a song about the one I love, a song about my loved one’s vineyard . . . so now (ht[w) 

residents of Jerusalem and men of Judah, please judge between me and my vineyard” (Isaiah 5:1-3). 
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Jonah’s imperative of request,28 “take my life!” (yvpn-ta an-xq), like God’s four 

imperative commands to Jonah in verses 1:2 and 3:2 (*rise, go!; %l ~wq) goes fully unheeded. 

Jonah’s prayer bears similarities to Elijah’s prayer in 1 Kings 19:4, where Elijah asks God to 

take his life upon realizing the full extent of Israel’s depravity. However, the reason for Jonah’s 

prayer is much less noble: whereas Elijah mourned to the point of death at the thought of Israel 

rejecting Yahweh, Jonah mourned Nineveh’s recognition of Yahweh and their ensuing 

salvation.29 

4:4 And the LORD said, “What good is it for you to be angry?” 

The reader will notice that God does not even acknowledge Jonah’s request for his life to 

be taken. Instead, God challenges Jonah to call into question his own perspective. Through 

Jonah’s four vignettes, the writer has established one key truth: God is merciful. God used Jonah 

even in his disobedience to save the pagan sailors in chapter 1. God appointed a fish to save 

Jonah’s life after he was cast into the sea in chapter 2. God re-commissioned Jonah in chapter 3, 

and Jonah called the city of Nineveh to repentance and worship, staying their impending 

destruction. Finally, in chapter 4, Jonah himself proclaims that God is merciful. It is in verse 4 of 

chapter 4 where we finally come to the didactic point of the book of Jonah. It is a simple 

question, not just for Jonah, but for the reader as well: if God is merciful, even upon his 

disobedient servant, then what right does his servant have to be angry at what God has done for 

Nineveh? 

																																																								
28	Allen P. Ross, Old Testament Exegesis (Unpublished manuscript, n.d.), 63. 
29	Billy K. Smith and Franklin S. Page, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, The New American Commentary, v. 19B 

(Nashville, Tenn.: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1995), 274.	
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It is worth pointing out that Jonah’s attitude is decidedly un-Jewish; it is a direct violation 

of Yahweh’s imperative30 that Israel be a blessing to the nations (Genesis 12:1-3).31 Jonah’s 

calling as a Hebrew has not changed since Abram’s commission. However, Jonah seems to have 

forgotten that the very purpose of the nation that he so proudly proclaimed his allegiance to when 

he was on the ship is to reveal to the nations the glory of the God of Israel so that all the nations 

of the earth would be blessed through their testimony. Nineveh’s repentance is the partial 

fulfillment of this commission: the great city has been spared from destruction, and her people 

are praising the God of Israel! Is it good for Jonah to be angry? Does he have any right to 

lament? 

4:5 And Jonah went out from the city32, and he sat on the east side of the city; and there he 

made a booth33 for himself and he sat under the shade until he could see what would happen to 

the city. 

 The moment of truth has arrived as the narrator turns the reader’s attention back to Jonah. 

Even when confronted with his hypocrisy, Jonah’s heart remains hard. He silently leaves the 

city, moves to the east, constructs a shelter, sits in the shade, and awaits the destruction God had 

promised. The shelter indicates that Jonah’s heart was so set on witnessing Sodom-and-

Gomorra-like destruction that he was prepared to wait the full 40 days to justify his anger.  

																																																								
30	The common English translation	“You will be a blessing” is one interpretation of the imperatival form 

of “to be” (ֶוְהיֵה). However, the imperative form could also be translated with a strictly volitive force, as with an 
imperative of direct command: “Be a blessing!” Context allows for both translations. See Joel S Baden, “The 
Morpho-Syntax of Genesis 12:1-3: Translation and Interpretation,” The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 72, no. 2 (April 
2010): 223–30. 

31	Clifford “Jack” Collins, “From Literary Analysis to Theological Exposition: The Book of Jonah,” 
Journal of Translation and Textlinguistics 7, no. 1 (1995): 39-40.	

32	C.f. 3:4 “And Jonah rose and he went into the city” (BHS critical apparatus) 
33	The word translated “booth” (hks) is the same word used for the Israelite shelters in the Feast of Booths 

(Leviticus 23:39-43). See Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, WBC, 504.	
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 In verse 6, we read that the shelter Jonah builds for himself is not sufficient to provide 

adequate protection from the elements. Only when God provides a plant to ease his discomfort is 

Jonah happy and safe. When God removes the plant, Jonah quickly realizes that, without the 

mercy and provision of God, his man-made effort to protect himself from the elements is futile. 

This is a subtle yet stunning illustration of common grace. All of humanity is in desperate need 

of God’s provision and mercy, and no man-made means of salvation is sufficient. Yet, all of 

God’s creatures benefit from his grace. This brings into light the possible theological 

significance of Jonah’s booth.34 Jonah was angry that the Ninevites’ shallow repentance was 

sufficient to save them from destruction, yet God demonstrates for Jonah by way of the booth 

and the plant that it was not simply the human act of repentance that was sufficient for their 

salvation; it was the sovereign mercy of a gracious God, who is compassionate, slow to anger, 

and abounding in steadfast love. All people have abandoned their hope of mercy (2:8), are 

unworthy to receive it, and are helpless to obtain it on their own – yet salvation belongs to the 

Lord (2:9) and God extends mercy as a sovereign act of grace.  

NEW TESTAMENT CORRELATION 

“There was a man who had two sons. The younger one said, ‘Father, give me my share of 

the estate…” (Luke 15:11). Jesus told this famous parable as he sat in fellowship with tax 

collectors and prostitutes while the Pharisees looked on in derision. “This man welcomes sinners 

and eats with them!” they said (15:1). As Jesus relates the Parable of the Two Sons it becomes 

increasingly clear to the Pharisees that the older son who is angry at the father’s mercy upon the 

prodigal (15:25-32) represents their own hard-heartedness toward those they deemed unworthy 

of grace. Through the parable Jesus exposes the self-righteousness and legalism that resides in 

																																																								
34	For a slightly more nuanced interpretation, see John H Walton, “The Object Lesson of Jonah 4:5-7 and 

the Purpose of the Book of Jonah,” Bulletin for Biblical Research 2 (1992): 47–57. 
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the hearts of the Pharisees and invites them to remember that they have witnessed firsthand the 

incalculable blessings of the Father, and so should not be surprised or bitter when his mercy 

extends to those who have strayed from him. The Pharisees’ relationship with God should have 

cultivated compassion toward the lost and caused them to see the tax collectors and prostitutes 

gathered around Jesus differently: as lost people in desperate need of salvation, who have found 

the faithful love and forgiveness of God. The Pharisees would have been well familiar with the 

story of Jonah. Yet the parallels between their attitude toward sinners and Jonah’s are almost 

comical. Despite the polemic warnings against exclusivism woven throughout the book of Jonah 

and its many reminders of God’s mercy upon all people, the Pharisees fell into the same faulty 

line of thinking as Jonah.  

God’s mercy in Christ stands in stark contrast to Jonah’s limited view of it. We see in 

Christ the ultimate fulfillment of Jonah 2:9: “Salvation belongs to the LORD.” He is the more 

faithful prophet, the “greater Jonah”, who humbly obeyed God’s call to enter into a wicked and 

disobedient world and offer salvation not just to Israel, but to all of humanity. Christ fulfilled the 

Law, under which everyone is condemned and deserving of destruction, and extends to them his 

righteousness and his eternal inheritance as a sovereign act of mercy. Jesus saves all who come 

to acknowledge him and worship him as Lord and Savior from an even greater wrath and an 

even greater destruction than that which Jonah preached to Nineveh.  

APPLICATION 

 Jonah 4:1-5 invites us to reflect on the untold grace that God has lavished over our own 

lives and calls us to an even deeper understanding of the scope of God’s forgiveness and mercy 

which extends even to those we deem undeserving of it. When we hungrily anticipate God’s 

justice being poured out on those who do wrong, these verses remind us that we ourselves are no 
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better or less deserving than they. We are the recipients of unfathomable forgiveness and mercy 

which we have done nothing to deserve; it is a sovereign act of grace. Why, then, do we rejoice 

at the prospect of wicked people being subject to God’s judgment? Weren’t we once far from 

God? Weren’t we once dead in sin? May we not fall into the same trap as Jonah, rejoicing when 

God bestows on us the forgiveness and mercy we believe we are entitled to, but attempting to 

withhold God’s forgiveness and mercy from those who we believe do not deserve it.  

As believers, we have a gospel message of eternal hope and security in Jesus Christ. It is 

a message that offers salvation and deliverance, not from physical calamity, but from spiritual 

destruction. As beneficiaries of the gospel of salvation, it is not ours to withhold (Matt. 5:15). 

Jesus’ atoning death and resurrection was a sovereign act of mercy, offered to all sinners from a 

gracious and compassionate God, who is slow to anger and abounding in faithful love, so that no 

sinner is too far from grace. The truth is that, one day, we will stand in the Kingdom alongside 

many of whom we have deemed unworthy of God’s indescribable inheritance (Matt. 12:41), yet 

they too will have received forgiveness and mercy in Christ. So what good is it for us to withhold 

the hope we have received? What good is it for us to be angry? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 	 Tracy	 17	

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Baden, Joel S. “The Morpho-Syntax of Genesis 12:1-3: Translation and Interpretation.” The Catholic 
Biblical Quarterly 72, no. 2 (April 2010): 223–37. 

 
Boda, Mark J., and J. G. McConville, eds. Dictionary of the Old Testament: Prophets. Downers 

Grove, Ill: IVP Academic, 2012. 
 
Bromiley, Geoffrey William, ed. The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia. Vol. 2: E - J. Fully 

rev., [Nachdr.]. Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 2002. 
 
Brown, Francis, Samuel R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs. The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and 

English Lexicon: With an Appendix Containing the Biblical Aramaic ; Coded with the 
Numbering System from Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible. [Nachdr.], Reprinted 
from the 1906 ed. Peabody, Mass: Hendrickson Publishers, 2010. 

 
Bullinger, E. W. (Ethelbert William). Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, Explained and Illustrated. 

London : Eyre & Spottiswoode; New York, E. & J.B. Young & co., 1898. 
http://archive.org/details/cu31924029277047. 

 
Clifford “Jack” Collins. “From Literary Analysis to Theological Exposition: The Book of Jonah.” 

Journal of Translation and Textlinguistics 7, no. 1 (1995): 28–44. 
 
Dozeman, Thomas B. “Inner-Biblical Interpretation of Yahweh’s Gracious and Compassionate 

Character.” Journal of Biblical Literature 108, no. 2 (1989): 207–23. 
 
Ellison, John W., and Thomas Nelson & Sons. Nelson’s Complete Concordance of the Revised 

Standard Version of the Bible. New York: Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1957. 
 
Freedman, David Noel, Allen C. Myers, and Astrid B. Beck, eds. Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible. 

Grand Rapids, Mich: W.B. Eerdmans, 2000. 
 
Goodhart, Sandor. “Prophecy, Sacrifice and Repentance in the Story of Jonah.” Semeia 33 (1985): 

43–63. 
 
Hobbs, T. Raymond, David Allen Hubbard, Glenn W. Barker, Bruce Manning Metzger, and T. R. 

Hobbs. 2 Kings. Word Biblical Commentary, [General ed.: David A. Hubbard; Glenn W. Barker. 
Old Testament ed.: John D. W. Watts. New Testament ed.: Ralph P. Martin]; Vol. 13. Waco, 
Tex: Word Books, Publ, 1985. 

 
La Sor, William Sanford, David Allan Hubbard, Frederic William Bush, and Leslie C. Allen. Old 

Testament Survey: The Message, Form, and Background of the Old Testament. 2nd ed. Grand 
Rapids, Mich: W.B. Eerdmans, 1996. 

 
Lemanski, Jay. “Jonah’s Nineveh.” Concordia Journal 18, no. 1 (January 1992): 40–49. 



	 	 Tracy	 18	

Limburg, James. Hosea--Micah. Interpretation, a Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching. 
Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1988. 

 
———. Jonah: A Commentary. 1st ed. The Old Testament Library. Louisville, Ky: Westminster/John 

Knox Press, 1993. 
 
Longman, Tremper, and David E. Garland, eds. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary. Rev. ed. Grand 

Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 2006. 
 
Merrill, Eugene H. Everlasting Dominion: A Theology of the Old Testament. Nashville, TN: 

Broadman & Holman, 2006. 
 
Ross, Allen P. Introducing Biblical Hebrew. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2001. 
 
———. Old Testament Exegesis. Unpublished manuscript, n.d. 
 
Sasson, Jack M., ed. Jonah: A New Translation with Introduction, Commentary, and Interpretation. 

1st ed. The Anchor Bible, v. 24B. New York: Doubleday, 1990. 
 
Schellenberg, Annette. “An Anti-Prophet among the Prophets?: On the Relationship of Jonah to 

Prophecy.” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 39, no. 3 (March 2015): 353–71. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0309089215577593. 

 
Seibert, Eric A. “Jonah, the ‘whale,’ and Dr. Seuss: Asking Historical Questions without Alienating 

Conservative Students.” The Conrad Grebel Review 28, no. 2 (2010): 62–76. 
 
Smith, Billy K., and Franklin S. Page. Amos, Obadiah, Jonah. The New American Commentary, v. 

19B. Nashville, Tenn.: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1995. 
 
Stuart, Douglas, David A. Hubbard, Glenn W. Barker, Bruce Manning Metzger, and Douglas Stuart. 

Hosea - Jonah. Word Biblical Commentary, [General ed.: David A. Hubbard; Glenn W. Barker. 
Old Testament ed.: John D. W. Watts. New Testament ed.: Ralph P. Martin]; Vol. 31. Waco, 
Tex: Word Books, Publ, 1987. 

 
Turner, Mary Donovan. “Jonah 3:10-4:11.” Interpretation 52, no. 4 (October 1998): 411–14. 
 
Walton, John H. “The Object Lesson of Jonah 4:5-7 and the Purpose of the Book of Jonah.” Bulletin 

for Biblical Research 2 (1992): 47–57. 
 


