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DISCUSSION:	
	
1. Do	you	believe	that	an	actual	fish	swallowed	Jonah?		Why	or	why	not?	

Yes.		Because	why	allegorize	this	miracle	and	accept	others.		If	I	accept	that	a	man	died	on	a	
Roman	cross,	was	stabbed	in	the	heart	and	left	dead	in	a	cave	for	three	days	wrapped	in	a	
suffocating	mix	of	80	lbs	of	linen	and	spice	paste	and	then	came	back	to	life	….can’t	I	believe	
that	God	kept	a	man	alive	in	a	fish?				

Incidentally,	some	believe	that	Jonah	died	in	the	fish	and	was	resurrected,	further	giving	
significance	to	the	“sign	of	Jonah.”		For	more	discussion,	see	attached	commentary.	

2. Did	Jonah	pray	with	entirely	pure	motives?		Do	you	always	pray	with	pure	motives?		
How	do	you	feel	about	prayers	offered	with	less	than	ideal	motives?		Should	we	avoid	
them?	

No.		It	was	a	“break	glass	in	case	of	emergency	prayer”…at	least	in	part.		I	certainly	don’t.		I’d	
rather	pray	with	pure	motives	but	until	I	am	perfected	in	the	resurrection,	I	will	always	pray	
with	some	shadow	of	my	sinful	nature	(sarx)	lurking	over	me.		Until	then	the	Holy	Spirit	
intercedes	on	my	behalf	(Rom	8:26-27).		Meanwhile,	the	Enemy	often	tempts	us	not	to	pray	at	
all	by	pointing	out	our	“hypocrisy”	and	poor	motives.	

3. Read	Heb	12:5-11.		What	does	Jonah’s	“time	out”	reveal	about	God’s	view	of	him?		Does	
he	submit	(entirely)	to	God’s	discipline?	

It	means	that	God	viewed	him	as	one	of	his	children.		No,	Jonah	still	isn’t	really	happy	about	
God’s	plan,	as	will	become	evident	in	Jonah	3	and	4.	

4. Has	Jonah’s	heart	been	changed	by	the	time	in	the	fish?	

See	above.		He’s	more	obedient	and	God	fearing,	but…	

5. Jonah	says	that	those	who	turn	to	idols	forfeit	the	gift	of	God’s	grace	(2:8).		What	
worthless	idols	do	we	cling	to	in	times	of	trouble	when	we	should	turn	to	the	Lord?		
(Hint:		Starts	with	“Blue”	ends	with	“Bell.”)	

When	in	pain	we	often	bury	ourselves	in	the	television/	hours	of	Netflix,	endless	scrolling	on	
Social	Media	or	the	internet,	pound	down	some	carbs	(or	something	stronger).		Anything	to	
distract	ourselves	from	our	pain,	anything	to	numb	ourselves,	anything	other	than	going	into	
the	bright	light	of	the	only	One	who	can	really	bring	us	strength.	

6. When	is	a	prayer	of	Thanksgiving	appropriate?	

At	all	times.		“The	Lord	giveth	and	the	Lord	has	taken	away.”		Jonah	is	giving	thanks	here	even	
before	he	reaches	dry	land.	

7. Should	a	promise	to	do	something	for	God	always	accompany	a	prayer	of	Thanksgiving?	

This	is	tricky.		Frequently	biblical	prayers	of	thanksgiving	do	just	that,	promising	how	they	
will	make	the	name	of	the	Lord	great,	etc.		However,	such	promises	should	be	rendered	with	
care	[	Ecclesiastes	5:4	(ESV)	When	you	vow	a	vow	to	God,	do	not	delay	paying	it,	for	he	has	no	
pleasure	in	fools.	Pay	what	you	vow.]	
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8. What	does	it	mean	for	you	to	confess	that	salvation	is	from	the	Lord?	
God	did	this.		I	couldn’t.		I	acknowledge	that	He	is	the	one	behind	whatever	thing	has	been	
overcome.	

9. Have	you	ever	endured	a	period	of	discipline	from	the	Lord?		How	did	it	change	you?	

Answers	will	vary.	
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II. GOD’S RESCUE OF THE 
REBELLIOUS PROPHET (1:17–2:10)

1. God’s Protection and Jonah’s Prayer 
(1:17–2:9)

(1) !e “Appointed” Fish (1:17)

17 But the LORD provided a great fish to 
swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside 
the fish three days and three nights.

1:17 !is verse, which begins chap. 2 in 
Hebrew, is perhaps the most famous verse 
in the Book of Jonah. Rimmer ironically 
says: “!is is the first of 2 verses which 
‘ruin’ the narrative. If this verse and 2:10
were removed, then the prophecy would 
be plausible for modern readers.”1 It 
probably is true but tragic that many 
point to this verse as their “reason” for not 
believing God’s Word. !is miracle is sin-
gled out, even though it is simply one of 
several in the book (see p. 215 in the Intro-
duction).

!e text says that “the LORD provided” 
a great fish to swallow Jonah. !e word 
“provided” (from mānâ) has been the sub-
ject of varying translations. In the KJV it 
is rendered “prepared.” !is gives the 
perception that God created a special crea-

ture for the specific purpose of rescuing 
Jonah and providing a place for his train-
ing in humility and submission. But an 
accurate translation would be “ordained” 
or “appointed.” !e word is used four 
times in the Book of Jonah and always 
points to the Lord’s power to accomplish 
his will. Here it shows his sovereignty 
over the creatures of the sea; in 4:6 it 
shows his power over plants; in 4:7 it 
shows his power over crawling creatures; 
and in 4:8 it shows his power over the 
wind. While God indeed may have pre-
pared a special “fish” for Jonah, the text 
only indicates that God summoned the 
fish, common or special, to be at that 
place at the exact moment of need.

Conservative scholars throughout the 
years have spent a great deal of energy 
and time describing types of large fish 
that might have been capable of swallow-
ing a human.2 But all we know for sure is 
that it was a “large fish.” !e word trans-
lated “fish,” dag, is the general Hebrew 
word for any aquatic creature (cf. Gen 9:2; 
Num 11:22; 1 Kgs 4:33; Ps 8:8). !e LXX

1 H. Rimmer, "e Harmony of Science and 

Scripture, 8th ed. (Berne, Ind.: !e Berne 

Witness Company, 1939), 169.

2 Ibid., 190–91. See also A. J. Wilson, “!e Sign 

of the Prophet Jonah and Its Modern Confir-

mations,” in "e Princeton "eological Review

25 (1927): 631–32. He discusses at length the 

physical characteristics of a number of sea 

creatures capable of swallowing a man.
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uses kētos, which means a “huge sea-
fish.”3 !e KJV causes some misunder-
standing, for in Ma" 12:40, which quotes 
Jonah 1:17 (from the LXX), it translates 
the word as “whale.”

Trying to marshal evidence to confirm 
this Scripture may in fact result in the 
denigration of the miracle. Searching for 
historical incidents when people and 
large animals were swallowed and later 
recovered from sea creatures4 shows a 

posture of defensiveness that is unneces-
sary, counterproductive, and violates the 
nature of the biblical account. As D. Stu-
art says, “A miracle is a divine act beyond 
human replication or explanation.”5 On 
the other hand, it is hard to argue that the 
author invented the tale without presup-
posing the impossibility of the miracu-
lous, which would be irreconcilable with 
Hebrew tradition. Also, as D. Alexander 
and others have observed: “!e author’s 
portrayal of this most peculiar event is 
very low key; it has certainly not been 
included in order to heighten the dra-
matic quality of the narrative. !is being 
so, why should the author have invented 
it, if it did not really happen?”6

Why did God use this specific means of 
returning Jonah to his appropriate place 
of service? For some the purpose of the 
fish was solely allegorical. Glaze states: 
“!e literary apparatus rich in metaphors 
and poetic imagery indicates the broader 
purpose of the author, and the allusions 
are evident to the intended audience. !e 

3 T. Muraoka, A Greek-English Lexicon of the 

Septuagint (Twelve Prophets) (Louvain: Peeters, 

1993), 134.
4 Many historical instances are cited by Wilson 

(“!e Sign of the Prophet Jonah,” 635–37). 

!e most fascinating concerns James Bartley, 

who supposedly was swallowed by a sperm 

whale in 1891 and was recovered live but “rav-

ing.” Rimmer tells of other instances. One 

man was rescued alive and unhurt from the 

belly of a rhinodon shark but was “devoid of 

hair, and patches of a yellowish-brown color 

covered his entire skin” (Rimmer, Harmony of 

Science, 195–96). See also C. F. Keil and F. 

Delitzsch, “Jonah,” COT (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1978), 10:398. Such stories are 

doubted by E. B. Davis, who diligently 

a"empted to unearth the facts of the “Bartley” 

story. He concluded that the story is “a whale 

of a tale” (“A Whale of a Tale: Fundamentalist 

Fish Stories,” in Perspectives on Science and 

Christian Faith, 43, ed. J. W. Hass, Jr. [Ipswich, 

Mass.: American Scientific Affiliation, 1991], 

224–37).
5 D. Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, WBC (Waco: Word, 

1987), 474.
6 T. D. Alexander, “Jonah,” TOTC (Downers 

Grove: InterVarsity, 1988), 111–12.
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relationship to one of Jeremiah’s prophe-
cies was clear: Israel, swallowed by Baby-
lon, would be delivered.”7 In other words, 
the story had to present elements com-
mensurate with the intended teaching 
lesson.

More fi"ing of the context is the view 
that the fish provided time for instruction 
from the Lord. R. T. Kendall says it well: 
“!e belly of the fish is not a happy place 
to live, but it is a good place to learn.”8

Jonah was well aware of the numerous 
Old Testament reflections of chaos, pic-
tured by the sea monster Leviathan (Pss 
74:13–14; 104:26). During Jonah’s time in 
the fish he may have reflected on God’s 
dominance over every force in the world. 
Jonah had to learn that God’s purpose was 
serious and that his concerns as well as 
his power went far beyond the shores of 
Palestine.

Jonah was in the fish “three days and 
three nights,” although he would have 
realized this only a#er his removal from 
the fish. !is phrase may be intended as 
an approximation rather than as a precise 
measure of seventy-two hours;9 however, 

the point of the fuller expression rather 
than simply “three days” would seem to 
be that Jonah was confined for “three full
days.”10 Some think the expression 
reflects the ancient belief that death was 
permanent only a#er a body showed no 
signs of life for three days (cf. John 11:6, 
14). If this interpretation is applied to the 
Jonah text, it apparently would mean that 
the fish was not primarily an agent of 
Jonah’s deliverance but an additional 
danger to his life. !e “three days and 
three nights” phrase would point to his 
precarious state of existence, hovering 
between life and death.11 !is interpreta-
tion, however, appears out of step with 
Jonah’s prayer of thanksgiving from 

7 A. J. Glaze, Jr., “Jonah,” BBC 7 (Nashville: 

Broadman, 1972), 166.
8 R. T. Kendall, Jonah: An Exposition (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1978), 101; Keil and 

Delitzsch, “Jonah,” COT, 10:398.

9 Ellison, “Jonah,” 375.
10 Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 474.
11 G. M. Landes, “!e ‘!ree Days and !ree 

Nights’ Motif in Jonah 2:1,” JBL 86 (1967): 

446–50; id., “!e Kerygma of the Book of 

Jonah,” Int 21 (1967): 11–12. While D. Stuart 

(Hosea-Jonah, 475) accepts this argument that 

“the Sheol journey motif is probably behind 

the author’s choice of words as a purposeful 

echo of the reference to the Underworld in the 

Psalm (v 7[6]),” Alexander considers that 

“there is insufficient evidence within the Old 

Testament itself to demonstrate that this is 

how a Hebrew reader would have interpreted 

the phrase” (“Jonah,” 112).
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inside the fish (2:2–9). Nevertheless, his 
thanksgiving probably was not solely for 
deliverance from drowning but was based 
on his anticipation of deliverance from 
the fish as well. !erefore the time frame 
perhaps should suggest that God’s power 
and grace retrieved Jonah as if from the 
dead (cf. 2:6), and the great fish was the 
vehicle God used.

A similar interpretation is that the 
expression alludes to a common motif in 
the ancient Near East of a three-day jour-
ney to the underworld and back. With 
that notion in mind, the readers of Jonah 
would have seen the fish as representing 
God’s rescue from the underworld, that 
is, death.12 Numerous texts in the Old 

Testament refer to three days as the 
period of a journey. For example, Moses 
asked that Pharaoh permit the Israelites 
to leave Egypt to go on a three-day jour-
ney into the wilderness (Exod 3:18; cf. 
also Gen 22:4; Num 10:33; Josh 9:17; 1 
Sam 30:1; 2 Sam 24; 2 Kgs 2:17). Jonah’s 
preaching tour of Nineveh also took three 
days (3:3). Jonah later may have pondered 
regretfully upon his three days in the fish 
made necessary because he tried to avoid 
three days of walking and preaching in 
Nineveh.

Although the phrase “three days and 
three nights” may have had a variety of 
connotations both from other Old Testa-
ment passages and from extrabiblical 

12 Landes, “!e ‘!ree Days and !ree Nights’ 

Motif in Jonah 2:1,” 448. In the Sumerian 

myth “!e Descent of Inanna to the Nether 

World,” Inanna instructs her divine minister, 

Ninshubur, to set up an elaborate lament for 

her a"er she has departed for the underworld. 

!en follows the text of the lament, the 

account of Inanna’s departure and reception 

into the lower realm, culminating in her death 

at the hands of the goddess Ereshkigal. At this 

point the text then reads: “A"er three days 

(and) three nights had passed, her minister 

Ninshubur, her minister of favorable words, 

her knight of true words, sets up a lament for 

her by the ruins” (Part II, lines 169–73). !e 

“three days (and) three nights” are intended to 

cover the time of travel to the realm of the 

dead. It would appear this is a most promising 

clue for understanding the full import of the 

words “three days and three nights” in Jonah 

1:17. !ey are used to indicate the period of 

time it took the fish to bring Jonah back from 

the deep, understood more explicitly in the 

following psalm as the netherworld (cf. 2:6). 

!us, just as Inanna required three days and 

three nights to complete her descent into the 

underworld, so also the fish is assigned the 

same time span to return Jonah from “Sheol” 

to the dry land.
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writings, no compelling reason exists to 
disbelieve the literal span of time indi-
cated. In fact, none of the Old Testament 
allusions of a similar nature are necessar-
ily figurative. !e major point is that 
God, through the fish, could sustain this 
pouting prophet during “unbelievable” 
circumstances and return him to the 
place where he could renew his commis-
sion to serve.

(2) !e Prophet in Prayer (2:1)

1 From inside the fish Jonah prayed to 
the LORD his God.

2:1 !e significance of this verse is 
found in Jonah’s willingness to pray. 
From a near drowning experience he 
awakened to find himself in a terrifying 
environment. Nonetheless, his ability to 
breathe and continue living was a cause 
for rejoicing. So he prayed (lit.) “from the 
belly of the fish.” We do not know how 
long Jonah was in the fish before he 
prayed. No doubt he found his entire 
experience in the sea overwhelming. 
!at this prophet of few words finally 
prayed marks a turning point in the book. 
Although exhorted to pray earlier by the 
pagan captain, there is no indication 
Jonah did so.13 !at Jonah prayed not 

only to the Lord, as the sailors did, but to 
“the LORD his God” is significant.

(3) !e Psalm of !anksgiving (2:2–9)

2 He said:
“In my distress I called to the LORD,

and he answered me.
From the depths of the grave I called 

for help,
and you listened to my cry.

3 You hurled me into the deep,
into the very heart of the seas,
and the currents swirled about 

me;
all your waves and breakers

swept over me.
4 I said, ‘I have been banished

from your sight;
yet I will look again

toward your holy temple.’
5 "e engulfing waters threatened me,

the deep surrounded me;
seaweed was wrapped around my 

head.
6 To the roots of the mountains I sank 

down;
the earth beneath barred me in 

forever.

13 Price and Nida, Translator’s Handbook, 35. 

!e usual verb for “pray” (hithpael of פלל) is 

used twice in the book, here and in 4:2. Else-
where the verb is קרא, “call.”
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But you brought my life up from the 

pit,

O LORD my God.

7 “When my life was ebbing away,

I remembered you, LORD,

and my prayer rose to you,

to your holy temple.

8 
“"ose who cling to worthless idols

forfeit the grace that could be 

theirs.

9 But I, with a song of thanksgiving,

will sacrifice to you.

What I have vowed I will make good.

Salvation comes from the LORD.”

!ese verses produce consternation in 
some and worship in others. Some say 
they are out of place. According to Glaze, 
“A later scribe, possibly feeling the need 
for a recorded prayer, probably trans-
posed that which the author had placed 
following verse 10.”14 Many believe that 
these verses do not record Jonah’s actual 
prayer at all, but that 2:2–9 was included 
at a later time to illustrate Jonah’s feelings 
while in the fish. Arguments usually 

focus on alleged inconsistencies between 
the psalm and the surrounding narrative 
and on the claim that it is not necessary 
to the plot (see Introduction, p. 221, for 
arguments on both sides).

A strong case, however, can be made 
for the genuineness of the psalm. D. Stu-
art laments the failure of many scholars 
to recognize that “the occasional citation 
of poems in prose contexts is an aspect of 
normal OT narrative style.”15 He also 
points out that “one can find at least some 
part of virtually any document, ancient or 
modern, that is not actually required for 
the sensible flow of logic, and which 
would not therefore be ‘missed’ in the 
strict sense if it were not present.… Very 
few literary works contain the minimum 
that may be said.… !e potential for 
abridgment is therefore a common fea-
ture of literary works” and should not be 
considered evidence of interpolation.16

He also argues that while the psalm does 
not refer explicitly to Jonah’s situation, 
this is typical of psalms, especially of 
thanksgiving, and Jonah’s psalm “is as 
closely related thematically to the rest of 
the book as a psalm of its type could be.”1714 Glaze, “Jonah,” 167. Another writer who 

delineates this view in a detailed fashion is J. 

Magonet, Form and Meaning (Sheffield, Eng.: 

Almond, 1983), 39. See also H. W. Wolff, 

Obadiah and Jonah: A Commentary, trans. M. 

Kohl (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1986), 133.

15 Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 470.
16 Ibid., 470–71.
17 Ibid., 471. Stuart presents a chart of these 

interrelationships.
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Finally, Stuart argues that if the psalm 
were absent, the book would have no 
expression of (1) Jonah’s partial change of 
heart that led to his obedience in chap. 3, 
(2) Jonah’s thankfulness for rescue that 
“explicitly conveys his realization that to 
him personally Yahweh has shown the 
sort of mercy he will also show to Nin-
eveh,” and (3) the nature of Jonah’s expe-
rience in the fish, that he was thinking 
and learning there.

Also without the psalm the message of 
the Lord’s mercy, love, and forgiveness 
would be weakened.18 !e book’s major 
irony would also be missing, that Jonah 
could accept thankfully the Lord’s merci-
ful forgiveness but deny it to the 
Ninevites. Kennedy counters the objec-
tion that thanksgiving for deliverance is 
herein given while Jonah was still inside 
the fish by pointing out that the deliver-
ance referred to here is not from the fish 
but from drowning.19 While some feel 
that the prayer would have been more 
suitable a"er Jonah was safe on land, 
there is no textual evidence for deleting 
or moving it.

As many have observed, this prayer 
resembles other passages of Old Testa-

ment Scripture. !e opening words of 
the prayer resemble Pss 18:6; 118:5; 120:1. 
But this similarity is no reason to doubt 
the authenticity of Jonah’s prayer. Rather, 
it is a good example of Hebrew psalm-
poetry in which the poet drew upon the 
regular liturgical language common to 
the Book of Psalms and other poems in 
the Old Testament to fit the situation.20 It 
is a beautiful example of a believer who 
prayed biblically. Inevitably, those who 
know the Lord will not only speak to one 
another using biblical language (cf. Eph 
5:19–20) but also to God.

Whether Jonah composed his prayer in 
this form as a psalm inside the fish or 
only later, we do not know; neither do we 
know whether Jonah himself was the one 
who gave it poetic expression. But there is 
no adequate cause to doubt that it accu-
rately reflects his thoughts in this 
unusual situation. !e form of the prayer 
is in accord with the thanksgiving 
prayers/psalms found elsewhere in the 
Old Testament. Four typical elements are 
reproduced: an introductory summary of 
answered prayer (v. 2), reports of the 
personal crisis (vv. 3–6a), divine rescue 

18 Ibid., 472–73.
19 Kennedy, Studies in Jonah, 38.

20 Price and Nida, Translator’s Handbook, 34. 

Magonet concurs with this assessment (Form 

and Meaning, 49).
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(vv. 6b–8), and a vow of praise (v. 9).21

2:2 As Jonah came to his senses, he 
recognized his preservation alive in the 
fish’s belly as a pledge of his complete 
deliverance.22 Jonah’s earlier stated belief 
in God’s dominion over all the earth was 
personalized as he recognized that God 
heard his prayer even in the midst of this 
distressing situation.

While most would quickly identify 
Jonah’s sojourn in the fish as his time in 
the “depths of the grave” and the fish as 
the cause of distress or even the vehicle of 
his judgment, Jonah did not regard it so. 
As this psalm explains, it was while strug-
gling for his life in the sea, with seaweed 
wrapped around his head (v. 5) and seem-
ingly sinking to his grave “banished” 
from the Lord’s favor that he suddenly 
had hope and prayed (v. 4). !at he now 
found himself alive even in so terrifying 
an environment Jonah took to be a mira-
cle of God intended as the means of his 
eventual deliverance. !e fish was a 
beneficent device for returning Jonah to 
the place of his commission. Landes 
states, “It is clearly before Jonah is swal-
lowed by the fish that he is threatened by 

the sea and in danger of permanent resi-
dence in the nether world.”23 Whether 
Jonah was describing the inward parts of 
the fish or the engulfing sea, he nonethe-
less described his distress as the “depths 
of the grave.” Literally, the word for 
“grave” is “Sheol” (cf. KJV “hell”).

!e term “Sheol” was used in various 
ways. It may be said with certainty that in 
Hebrew thought the term referred to a 
place of the dead. It was spoken of as 
located under the earth (Amos 9:2). 
Normally those who were in Sheol were 
seen as separated from God (Ps 88:3; Isa 
38:18), yet God was shown to have access 
to Sheol (Ps 139:8). Sheol was used as an 
expression for being in the grave (Pss 
18:6; 30:3; 49:14; Isa 28:15). With this 
imagery Jonah here described his experi-
ence of being “at the very brink of 
death.”24 Fretheim agrees that the lan-
guage used here goes beyond the literal 
sense, especially regarding Sheol: “Inas-
much as Sheol was believed to be under 
the floor of the ocean, Jonah was spatially 
near the place.”25 It also helps to under-

21 L. C. Allen, !e Books of Joel, Obadiah, Jonah 

and Micah, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1976), 215.
22 Keil and Delitzsch, “Jonah,” COT, 10:399.

23 Landes, “!e ‘!ree Days and !ree Nights’ 

Motif in Jonah 2:1,” 449–50.
24 J. Walton, Jonah, BSC (Grand Rapids: Zon-

dervan, 1982), 33.
25 T. Fretheim, !e Message of Jonah: A !eo-

logical Commentary (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 
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stand at this point that in the Old Testa-
ment death is understood to be more a 
process than an event. As for Jonah’s 
place in that death process, life had ebbed 
so much that he could have been reck-
oned more among the dead than among 
the living. Similar idioms in modern 
speech are found regularly.26

While the vast majority of modern 
scholars considers Jonah’s situation in 
this verse to be a close brush with death, a 
few believe that Jonah was referring to an 
actual death experience. !e miraculous 
event in this case would be resurrection 
as well as rescue. !e rationale is that 
Jonah’s experience would conform more 
closely to that of Jesus to which it is 
compared in the New Testament.27 Such a 
view, however, goes beyond the language 
of the text and violates the nature of its 
imagery.

!e term “my distress” defines Jonah’s 
situation, and its poetic parallel, beten 

šĕʾôl, literally, “the belly of sheol” (“the 
depths of the grave”), would be under-
stood by the reader as metonymy, the use 
of a term in place of that to which it 

compares. Jonah believed that he was as 
good as dead, that he had been “eaten” by 
death, which was o"en spoken of as an 
enemy that devours (Pss 49:14; 55:15; 
Prov 1:12; 27:20; Isa 5:14). Jesus’ compari-
son of his own coming death to this event 
in Jonah’s life focuses on two elements of 
correspondence: the time period of three 
days and the nature of the event as a sign 
(cf. Ma# 12:40; 16:4; Luke 11:29–30). 
While Jonah’s imagery of death sup-
ported the comparison, a literal corre-
spondence at this point was not required 
by the comparison.28

2:3 Perhaps the most important aspect 
of v. 3 is Jonah’s testimony to God’s 
sovereignty. He not only recognized God’s 
hand in his being thrown into the sea, but 
he also saw the “waves and breakers” that 
swept over him as belonging to God, tools 
in his hand. He finally came to grips with 

1977), 99.
26 Ibid., 100.
27 J. V. McGee, $ru the Bible with J. Vernon 

McGee (Pasadena: !ru the Bible Radio), 

3:749–50.

28 On the nature of Jonah’s experience as “a 

sign to the Ninevites” (Luke 11:30), see E. H. 

Merrill, “!e Sign of Jonah,” JETS 23 (1980): 

23–30. He argues that the sign was Jonah’s 

deliverance from the fish, interpreted in light 

of the name of the city, which meant “fish-

town,” and the Ninevites’ belief that their city 

was founded by a fish god. Jonah’s experience 

was somehow communicated to the inhabi-

tants, who concluded that he was a divine 

messenger.
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the author of his life. Martin Luther said: 
“Jonah does not say the waves and the 
billows of the sea went over me; but thy 
waves and thy billows, because he felt in 
his conscience that the sea with its waves 
and billows was the servant of God and of 
His wrath, to punish sin.”29

It may be that the sea language in this 
verse and others must be understood 
both figuratively and literally.30 However, 
it is an accurate description of Jonah’s 
experience a"er being thrown overboard.

2:4 In this passage the prophet 
expressed both the depths of despair and 
the heights of hope, his plight as well as 
his deep faith in the results of God’s 
mercy. !e syntax (with the pronoun 
subject expressed first) indicates a con-
trast with the previous verse. !ough 
overwhelmed by the sea, seemingly ban-
ished (from the verb gāraš) by the Lord, 
nevertheless (ʾak) Jonah suddenly said to 
himself in faith that he would live to pray 
once again.31 !is verse is formally quite 

similar to Ps 31:22 (cf. also Lam 3:54). 
!ere the psalmist was the object of the 
Lord’s “wonderful love” but said to him-
self, “I am cut off [from gāraz] from your 
sight!” Yet (ʾākēn) the Lord heard his cries 
for help.

!e term “banished” is used in Lev 21:7
of a woman whose husband has divorced 
her.32 As discussed at 1:3, Jonah was not 
expressing a belief in the localization of 
Yahweh to Palestine. He stood with many 
other Old Testament prophets in believ-
ing in the all-present God of Israel. !ere-
fore this phrase must be taken as an 
expression of emotional consternation at 
being out of the Lord’s favor.

Jonah’s expression of confident faith in 
the la$er part of the verse, “yet I will look 
again toward your holy temple,” may 
refer not to a literal visit to the temple but 
figuratively to his intention to pray, 
though he wondered whether his prayer 
would be heard.33

!e context of vv. 3, 5 has led some to 
question the appropriateness of an 
expression of faith at this point. Rather 
than “yet I will look again” the LXX trans-
lates, “Shall I indeed34 look again,” and 

29 Quoted in Keil and Delitzsch, “Jonah,” COT, 

10:401.
30 Fretheim, Message of Jonah, 102.
31 It is possible to translate the verb ָאַמְרִּתי as 

a present perfect, “I have said,” and to under-

stand the statement of faith as u$ered from 

inside the fish and expressing “Jonah’s confi-

dence that having been rescued by the fish he 

will again worship in the Temple in 

Jerusalem” (Alexander, “Jonah,” 115).
32 Ibid., 40.
33 Fretheim, Message of Jonah, 102.
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the Greek translation of !eodotion has 
“how35 shall I look again?” Although 
these renderings would remove the diffi-
culty of Jonah’s optimism in such a hope-
less situation, the Greek translators had a 
Hebrew text without vowels.36 Further-
more, this understanding overlooks the 
syntax of the verse, which suggests a con-
trast, as well as the ability of Hebrew 
poetry to sandwich expressions of faith 
between descriptions of despair.

One must beware of making textual 
alterations based upon the supposed 
unlikelihood of what a character might 
say or do in a given situation. L. C. Allen 
agrees that this verse depicts a new Jonah. 
He states: “He is soon to demonstrate a 
willing spirit by accepting the commis-
sion he formerly had rejected. In line 
with this change of heart, even now in 
this testimony to God’s grace he looks 
forward to seeking the special presence of 
God to offer his praise.”37

2:5–6 To understand properly the con-
tinuity of thought, these two verses are 
best considered together. Verse 5 is simi-
lar to Pss 18:4 and 69:1. As Jonah lay in 
the great fish, he continued to reflect 
upon his miraculous deliverance from the 
sea. Not only had the currents swept him 
beneath the waves (v. 3); his head was 
even entangled in seaweed, adding to his 
peril.38

!us this statement elaborates on 
Jonah’s sense of a spectacular reversal in 
the miraculous deliverance enabled by 
the Lord. Indeed, he painted a dreadful 
picture of the action of the water. !e 
first phrase, “engulfing waters threatened 
me,” uses the term nepeš (lit., “waters 
engulfed me to [my] nepeš”), which is 
o$en translated in the Old Testament 
“soul.”39 Here the KJV has “even to the 
soul” (cf. the NASB “to the very soul”), 
which makes li%le sense. !e word can 
also refer to the “throat” or “neck” (cf. Pss 
69:1; 105:18; Prov 23:2). !e REB has “the 

34 !e Greek word is ἆρα, an “interrogative 

particle implying anxiety or impatience” (J. 

Lust et al., eds., A Greek-English Lexicon of the 

Septuagint [Stu%gart: Deutsche Bibelge-

sellscha$, 1992], 59).
35 !e Greek word is πῶς, which can translate 
Hebrew !ֵאי, which we may suppose is then a 

variant of !ַא in this verse.

36 Price and Nida, Translator’s Handbook, 41.

37 Allen, Joel, Obadiah, Jonah, and Micah,  217.
38 Fretheim states that Jonah’s experience with 

entangling seaweed clearly portrays his pres-

ence in the sea, not the fish (Message of Jonah,

102).
39 On the meaning of the word ֶנֶפׁש see H. W. 

Wolff, Anthropology of the Old Testament

(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974), 10–25.
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water about me rose to my neck.”
Since Jonah is describing a situation of 

being under the water (vv. 3, 6), however, 
the idea of the water being up to his neck, 
at least in a literal sense, seems inappro-
priate. !e NRSV makes good sense in 
taking it as the equivalent of a personal 
pronoun, translating, “!e waters closed 
in over me.” Finally, the NIV seems to 
have understood the term as referring to 
Jonah’s life (cf. v. 7; Lev 17:11; Deut 12:23; 
Ps 30:3; Prov 7:23; 19:8), which the waters 
were threatening. Some translate the 
Hebrew sûp (the name of the “Red” or 
“Reed” Sea, the “Yam Suph”40) “seagrass,” 
referring to a variety of underwater plant 
life that grows only at the bo"om of the 
sea. Others see this as referring to sea-
weed, which grows at many depths.

!e phrase “to the roots of the moun-
tains I sank down” echoes the painful 
event of descending into his grave.41

“Roots of the mountains” suggests a 

belief that the foundations of the moun-
tains lie in the depths of the earth, which 
are covered by the sea (cf. Sir 16:19).42

Jonah was expressing his feeling of being 
in the deepest part of the ocean, as far 
removed from the world of human habita-
tion as it was possible to conceive. Any 
help or hope was completely out of reach.

!e phrase “the earth beneath barred 
me in forever” has been the cause of a 
great deal of discussion. It is literally, 
“!e earth, its bars behind me forever.” 
While this phrase is an expression of 
despair on Jonah’s part, it is not certain 
what “bars” are referring to. In Job 38:10
is found an idea of bolts and doors of the 
ocean. !ere it seems the bolts of the sea 
are the walls of the sea basin, which set 
bounds to the sea that it cannot pass over. 

40 Almbladh mentions a Midrash that speaks 

of Jonah as taken by the fish on a tour of the 

Israelites’ path through the Sea of Reeds (Stud-

ies in the Book of Jonah [Uppsala: University 

Press, 1986], 28).
41 !e verb ָיַרְדִּתי in v. 7 (Eng., v. 6) serves as 

an important link between the psalm and the 

surrounding narrative (cf. 1:3, 5). See 

Magonet, Form and Meaning, 43.

42 To achieve greater poetic balance, many 
would reconstruct vv. 5–6 so that  ְלִקְצֵבי
ֲהִרים  concludes v. 5 rather than beginning v. 6

(following the LXX), yielding the translation 

(NRSV): “Weeds were wrapped around my 

head at the roots of the mountains. I went 

down to the land whose bars closed upon me 

forever.” See Almbladh, Studies in the Book of 

Jonah, 28. !is reading is probably secondary, 

however, introduced to make the poetic struc-

ture conform to later standards.
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Consequently, the bolts of the earth may 
be such barriers as restrain the land from 
spreading over the sea. Jonah felt the 
weight of the waves or the great masses of 
water pressing upon him when he sank to 
the bo"om of the sea, refusing him access 
back to the earth.43

!e expression also may refer to the 
gates of Sheol, the underworld, conceived 
to be a fortified city (cf. Ps 9:13; Isa 38:10). 
If these bars were closed behind a human 
being, they remained finally shut.44

Jonah had a sense of being entombed by 
the sea. !ese verses express Jonah’s 
extreme depth of despair, his u"er hope-
lessness. As in v. 2, Jonah may have been 
expressing his feeling that he was virtu-
ally dead. Even beyond the deepest sea, 
he felt that he had passed into the under-
world from which he would never 
escape.45

!e phrase “but you brought my life 
up from the pit, O LORD my God” is the 
turning point of the prayer.46 Here is an 
expression of praise, a recognition of 
God’s sovereign power. Jonah was refer-
ring to God’s miraculous intervention by 
way of the great fish. Here begins an 
extremely strong contrast to the preced-
ing description, since Jonah was acknowl-
edging that he had been brought back 
alive from the depths of the sea. !is is 
one of the many “but God” verses in the 
Bible (e.g., Gen 8:1; 45:7; 50:20; Josh 
14:12; Pss 37:13, 17, 33; 49:15; John 1:18; 
Acts 2:24; 3:15; 10:40; 13:30; Rom 5:8; 1 
Cor 1:27; 2 Cor 7:6; Eph 2:4; Phil 2:27). 
Jonah had been retrieved by God from a 
hopeless situation.47 !e God from 

43 Keil and Delitzsch, “Jonah,” COT, 10:402.
44 Wolff (Obadiah and Jonah, 136) opts for this 

concept while Walton (Jonah, 34) thinks the 

word refers to physical imprisonment.
45 J. T. Walsh notes the vertical movement in 

vv. 5–6a (Heb. 6–7a) together with the 

absence of any reference to God and explains, 

“No longer upheld by his God, the psalmist 

feels himself sinking helplessly and hopelessly 

to the netherworld” (“Jonah 2:3–10: A Rhetor-

ical Critical Study,” Bib 63 (1982): 227).

46 According to Walsh (Ibid., 228), “With the 

verb wa!aʿal, Yahweh appears on the scene 

abruptly and actively.”
47 !e word translated “pit,” ׁשחת, is ren-

dered “corruption” by the early translators 

(LXX, Syr, Vg). !is rendering is unquestion-

ably the correct one in Job 17:14, where the 

meaning “pit” is quite unsuitable. But it is by 

no means warranted in the present instance. 

!e word also occurs in Job 33:18, 24, 30; Pss 

16:10; 35:7; 55:24 (Eng., v. 23); 103:4; Isa 38:17. 
Cf. the use of its synonym ּבֹור in Pss 28:1; 

30:4; 88:5, 7 (Eng., vv. 4, 6); 143:7; Prov 1:12; 

Isa 14:15, 19; 38:18; Ezek 26:20; 31:14–16; 32:18, 
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whom Jonah thought he was banished 
had reached down and pulled him out of 
death and despair, showing that he was 
still “Yahweh my God.”48 Jonah was over-
come with praise for his God, who had 
shown him such compassionate grace.

2:7 While it is obvious from a reading 
of the entire Book of Jonah that the 
prophet had not reached spiritual matu-
rity, there were some significant advances 
in his life. !is prayer clearly shows him 
turning back to the Lord. !is verse 
echoes the initial summary statement in 
v. 2 of Jonah’s distress and his prayer, 
which the Lord answered.49

It is accurate to call Jonah an Old Tes-
tament prodigal. L. C. Allen picks up on 
this theme: “Now the prodigal returns, 
drawn closer to him than ever before by 
the cords of redemptive love. Just as dire 
physical extremity forced the prodigal 
son to a decision to return home in peni-
tence, so Jonah in his last moments 
thought of the one who alone could help 
him as Creator and controller of the 
sea.”50 As Jonah had said more than once 

(vv. 2, 5, 6), his “life” was as good as gone. 
!e word for “life” here is different from 
the one used in the previous verse. Here it 
is the word nepeš that occurs in v. 5. It was 
at this desperate moment, he said, when 
(literally) “Yahweh I remembered.” !e 
verb “remember” (zākar) refers here to 
the mental act of focusing a#ention on 
something. It is almost always the basis 
for action (Exod 20:8; Num 15:40; Ezek 
6:9). By itself, especially in contrast to 
“forget” (šākaḥ), it o$en means “to act on 
the basis of knowledge” (cf. Ps 74:22–23). 
In 2 Sam 14:11 it is translated “invoke,” 
which would fit here as well.51

!e last phrase of v. 7 is identical in 
Hebrew to the final phrase of v. 4. How-
ever, there is no proof that the earthly 
temple in Jerusalem was intended here. 
For example, Solomon’s prayer in 1 Kings 
8 shows the ideas of the earthly temple 
and the heavenly dominion of God as 
closely related. Simply, Jonah knew that 
his prayer reached God’s heart.

23–24, 29.
48 As Walsh expresses, “!e entire drama of 

distress, entreaty, and salvation has been 

played out in the context of that 

relationship” (“Jonah 2:3–10,” 228).
49 Wolff, Obadiah and Jonah, 137.

50 Allen, Joel, Obadiah, Jonah and Micah, 

217–18. See also Gaebelein, Servant and Dove,

104.
51 J. T. Walsh explains that Jonah’s “last con-

scious thought had been a remembrance of 

Yahweh” and that “this thought must have 

been received as an effective prayer for salva-

tion” (“Jonah 2:3–10,” 224).
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2:8–9 !ese verses that form the con-
cluding strophe of this psalm are words 
of thanksgiving and praise. Jonah herein 
declares his conviction that Yahweh alone 
is the source of salvation, and he bestows 
it upon those who call on him. On the 
other hand, those who look to idols will 
miss “the grace that could be theirs.”

!ere are several difficulties of inter-
pretation in v. 8.52 Syntactically, it is a 
sentence, with the subject in the first line, 
then the object and verb in the second. 
!e subject is literally “those who 
guard/serve53 vanities of worthlessness.” 
!e la#er phrase, as the NIV has trans-
lated it, refers to idols. !e entire line is 
found also in Ps 31:6 (Heb., v. 7): “I hate 
those who cling to worthless idols.” !e 
verb in the second line (ʿāzab) means to 
“abandon, forsake, forfeit.” !e primary 
difficulty in the verse is with the word 
ḥasdām, translated “the grace that could 
be theirs.” It is made up of a pronominal 
suffix meaning “of them” and the word 
ḥesed, which can have several meanings, 

such as “loyalty, obligation, faithfulness, 
kindness, grace, mercy.” !e problem is 
determining which meaning best fits in 
this case and whether the pronoun repre-
sents the object or subject of the ḥesed. 
One view is that, as the NIV interprets, 
idolaters forfeit “their grace” from God. 
Another is that unlike Jonah, who would 
“make good” what he had vowed (v. 9), 
idolaters will abandon “their loyalty” to 
their supposed gods when they discover 
how impotent they are.54

When we take into consideration the 
general thought of this strophe, the inter-
pretation of the NIV seems preferable. 
!e overall thought here seems to empha-
size the salvation that comes from the 
Lord (v. 9b). Wolff probably is correct 
that ḥesed refers here to the divine a#i-
tude that in the Psalter is continually 
extolled as God’s faithfulness, goodness, 
and graciousness, the one true help for 
human beings (cf. Pss 59:17; 144:2).55

!e mention of sacrifice and the pay-
ing of vows in v. 9 echoes the end of chap. 
1, where the pagan seamen celebrated 
their deliverance through the offering of 
sacrifices and the making of vows. In this 
passage Jonah also sang a song of thanks-

52 See the discussion in Price and Nida, Trans-

lator’s Handbook, 46–48.
53 !e piel of ׁשמר  is of uncertain meaning 

since it does not occur elsewhere. Sasson 

(Jonah, 160, 197) translates “hold to” or 

“maintain” and notes that it is opposite in 
meaning to עזב, “forfeit.”

54 Alexander, “Jonah,” 117.
55 Wolff, Obadiah and Jonah, 183. Cf. Gae-

belein, Servant and Dove, 105.
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giving and vowed sacrifice and the ful-
fillment of covenant vows. !ough the 
essence of the vow is not delineated, it 
may have been some kind of commitment 
to live up to his calling as a prophet.

While some doubt the genuineness of 
this passage, here Jonah dealt with the 
subject that is the basis of the book, that 
there is the possibility to forfeit God’s 
offer of salvation. Idols represent not only 
ineffectiveness, but worshiping them 
involves a rejection of Yahweh. It may be 
said that this line of thought is highly 
ironic. In this text Jonah sermonized 
during his prayer regarding an issue 
where he himself had failed. While he 
advocated total dependence upon the 
Lord and the forsaking of idols, his recent 
history showed that he was the one who 
fled and forsook God. Did Jonah express 
hypocrisy here? Did he fail to deal hon-
estly with his own life? No, not at all. 
When we read the first part of chap. 2, we 
recognize that he was dealing with his 
own life, his failings, as well as his intent 
to seek change. Understanding again the 
context of the whole book, we realize that 
Jonah had not yet reached a point of total 
repentance. Nonetheless, he seriously 
considered the right path and in v. 8
expressed that way of righteousness.

In the words “salvation comes from the 

LORD,” Jonah extolled the work of the 
Lord as Savior. Here also is an emphasis 
on the Lord’s sole sovereignty in the area 
of salvation. No one else can provide in 
such a way, though Jonah already showed 
in v. 8 how one might reject God’s offer. It 
is correct to say that this line may serve as 
the key verse in the book. Fretheim is 
possibly correct in pointing out that salva-
tion does seem to be the key motif in the 
book, and this verse points to that motif. 
Salvation for the sailors is emphasized in 
chap. 1, for Jonah in chap. 2, for the 
Ninevites in chap. 3; and it is the objective 
of God’s questioning of Jonah in chap. 4.56

Jonah recognized that he deserved death, 
not deliverance. He then knew, as we do, 
that no one deserves deliverance. It is an 
act of mercy by a gracious God.

2. !e Prophet’s Deliverance (2:10)

10 
And the LORD commanded the fish, 

and it vomited Jonah onto dry land.

2:10 In this verse the narrative of 1:17 is 
resumed. !e verse begins with the 
Lord’s speaking to the great fish. God 
concluded his assignment for this fish by 
commanding it to relieve itself of its 
cumbersome cargo. !e word translated 
“vomited” in the NIV is a coarse word and 

56 Fretheim, Message of Jonah, 103–4.
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is used in the Old Testament only in 
images that arouse disgust (Isa 19:14; Jer 
48:26; Lev 18:28). While in other versions 
it is translated “spit” or “spewed,” the 
word used in the NIV is not only graphic 
but also accurate.57

Jonah’s expulsion from the ship may 
have landed him in the coastal area near 
Joppa, his “starting place.” At least one 
writer makes this assertion based on a 
probable translation of 1:13, where the 
seamen rowed hard to bring the ship 
“back” to the land. !is indicated their 
nearness to the starting port of Joppa.58

!e point of emphasis here is that Jonah 
was returned to dry land, thus complet-
ing God’s rescue.

!is chapter may be the “happiest” 
section in the entire book. !ese verses 
contain the story of miracle and grace, 
praise and thanksgiving, deliverance and 
renewed hope. In this chapter the poor 

fish is relieved of its cargo (few ever 
express sympathy for the difficult days of 
this marine creature). In these verses are 
found the education of the pouting 
prophet and the affirmation of God’s 
sovereignty. It is God who is the most 
important character. He is the one who 
affects salvation, and he is the one who 
enables deliverance. Neither Jonah nor 
the fish had control. It was God and God 
alone.

57 A. J. Wilson (“!e Sign of the Prophet Jonah 

and Its Modern Confirmations,” 637) relates 

the sperm whale’s practice of relieving itself of 

awkward and indigestible objects.
58 Gaebelein, Servant and Dove, 107. !is point 

is used to show that when a person rebels, God 

wishes to bring that person back to the point 

of departure from fellowship. While this may 

be true, this text does not contain any such 

message. Jonah 3:1 may, but 2:10 does not.

17Exported	from	Logos	Bible	Software,	7:54	PM	June	4,	2019.


