A Chiastic Analysis of The First Two Chapters of Jonah
                                            (part one)

As we know, Jonah is a book which basically divides into two halves—Chapters 1 and 2 form the first unit  and then Chapters 3 and 4 form the second unit, and this second unit seems to follow the same basic pattern as the first unit. There appears also to be a short conclusion at the end of Chapter 4 which stands alone from these two units.

So far, I have looked at various sub-sections of Chapters 1 and 2, and each of these sub-units was found to have a chiastic structure. The sub-units considered were 1:3,  1:3-10, 1:11-16, 1:16-2:10.

I would like now to see whether there might be a way of chiastically analysing the entire first two chapters. That such an analysis might be possible is suggested by the fact that Chapters 1 and 3 both start in a very similar way, as can readily be seen by comparing 1:1-3a and 3:1-3a . These two short passages thus possibly form an inclusio surrounding the proposed chiasm. On immediate difficulty is that Jonah’s extended prayer in Ch. 2 does not seem obviously to correspond to any words or actions near the beginning of Ch. 1. On the positive side however, it is widely recognised that a larger scale chiasm exists in Ch. 1—for example, David Dorsey and others including Ernst Wendland recognise a chiasm in Jonah 1:4-16, so it is possible that this might be a basis for a larger scale chiasm covering Jonah Chs. 1 and 2. 

Let us start then by looking at 1:1-3a and 3:1-3a, in order to show that we really do have an inclusio, and then proceed to look at David Dorsey’s and Ernst Wendland’s analyses of 1:4-16. 

Here is Jonah 1:1-3a:
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The corresponding passage, Jonah 3:1-3a is shown on the next page.

Jonah 1:1-2 is a total of 20 words, and 3:1-2 is 21 words. The contents are really quite similar, although there is, for example, a slight difference in 
[image: image2.wmf]
Yahweh’s word to Jonah on the second occasion. The “extra word” in the second passage can perhaps be thought of as the single word translated as “a second time” - this is a key difference between the two passages. Likewise, Jonah 1:3a says, “And Jonah arose to flee to Tarshish from the face of Yahweh” (6 words) whereas Jonah 3:1a says, “And Jonah arose and he went to Nineveh according to the word of Yahweh” (7 words). The “extra word” here perhaps being the “direct object marker” which precedes (and emphasises) Nineveh—in contrast to Tarshish in 1:3a which lacks a direct object marker. Thus the second passage emphasises the coming of the word of Yahweh for the second time, and Jonah’s obedience in going to Nineveh on this occasion. 

Here are the two passages set out in parallel:

A) Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah the son of Amittai saying,

   B) “Arise, Go to Nineveh that great city

       C) And call out against it

              D) For their evil has come up before me”.

                  E) But Jonah arose to flee to Tarshish from the face of Yahweh

A`) Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah the second time saying,

    B`) Arise, Go to Nineveh that great city

        C`) And call out against it

             D`) The message that I tell you”.

                 E`) So Jonah arose and went to Nineveh according to the word of Yahweh.

In one respect, we should perhaps really only consider the parallelism between A-D and A`-D` since they describe similar ideas in similar ways. By contrast, although E and E  share a similar structure and word order, they represent a thematic contrast (i.e. Jonah’s contrasting responses to Yahweh’s similar commands). In what follows, I will be considering A-D and A`-D` to be the “relevant units” for analysis—i.e. Jonah 1:1-2 and Jonah 3:1-2.

D. Dorsey’s Analysis of Jonah 1:4-16

Now here (next page) is a David Dorsey’s chiastic analysis of Jonah 1:4-16. It is taken from his excellent book, The Literary Structure of the Old Testament. 
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-

16 Chiastic Analysis (by D. Dorsey

)

 

 

a) 

Yahweh 

hurls

 (

he·til

) a great wind 

upon the sea

 (

hai·yam) (1:4)

 

   b) 

sailors 

cry out

 

(in vain) to their gods (1:5a)

 

      c) 

sailors’ frantic and futile efforts 

to save ship by throwing cargo overboard (1:5b

-

c)

 

         d) 

Jonah does nothing to save the ship

: (he remains down in the hold, uninvolved; 

 

              captain  pleads with him to help save the ship (1:6)

 

               e) 

sailors’ efforts to ascertain what to do

: inquiry by lots

—

Jonah is guilty (1:7)

 

                  f) 

sailors demand an explanation

 from Jonah: 

tell

 (hag·gi·dah) us (1:8)

 

                    g) 

CLIMAX: Jonah’s testimony 

(1:9)

 

 

                  f`) 

sailors demand an explanation

 from Jonah because of what he had 

told

 

                       (hig·gid)  (1:10)

 

               e`) 

sailors’ efforts to ascertain what they must do

: inquiry of Jonah the guilty party

 

                   1:11)

 

          d`) 

Jonah finally acts to save the ship

: he proposes that he must be thrown overboard 

 

                (1:12).

 

       c`) 

sailors’ frantic and futile efforts 

to save ship by rowing harder (1:13)

 

    b`) 

sailors 

cry out to Yahweh

 (1:14)

 

a`) 

Sailors  

hurl

 

(

he·til

) Jonah  

into the sea

 (

hai·yam) and the sea becomes still (1:15)

 

      

conclusion

: sailors greatly feared Yahweh and made sacrifices and vows to him (1:16)

 


David Dorsey, along with other analysts of this section of Jonah, actually has v.16 as the conclusion to the chiastic analysis in verses 4-15, whereas we will, (for various reasons to be discussed) be treating v. 16b as the start of the next section, namely 1:16b-2:10, whilst nevertheless recognising and appreciating that D. Dorsey has his reasons for including it in his diagram. David Dorsey also recognises that a couple of the chiastic links in his analysis are somewhat tentative, and other scholars propose slightly different schemes. 

D. Dorsey’s analysis is clearly basically correct. Further evidence for the location of the centre of the chiasm at Jonah’s testimony regarding Yahweh (Jonah 
[image: image4.wmf] 

But Yahweh hurled . . .

 

 

       vs. 4

-

9a

 

 

             . . . And he said to them

 

              And the men were terrified . .

 

 

            vs. 10

-

15

 

 

  . . And the sea ceased from its raging

 

 a) A Hebrew I am

 

     b) And Yahweh the God of the heavens

 

          c)   I

 

 

          c`)  fear

 

     b`) Who  has made the sea

 

 a`) and the dry land

 

7 words

 

7 words

 

101 words

 

101 words

 


1:9) is provided by the word count. Jonah 1:4-15 is 202 words long, and the very centre of this passage, between words 101 and 102, is also the very centre of Jonah's 14 word testimony regarding Yahweh in v. 9. This is illustrated on the previous page.

Jonah’s testimony to Yahweh clearly has the words “I fear” (c and c` in the previous diagram) as its very centre, but I would like to offer a few words about why I suggest the rest of the testimony (the remaining 12 words in a, b, b` and a`) can be seen as chiastic, since this is not at all obvious.

The first part of the explanation for this suggestion is that in the Hebrew “cosmology”, the earth is situated between the highest place, the heavens, where God dwells, and the sea, which, as we  saw earlier when considering Jonah Ch. 2 is associated with Sheol. The second part of the explanation is that the land is associated with man, and, more particularly, with Israel—the name of Jacob, the perfect man (“perfect” is actually the meaning of the word tām translated “peaceful” in Gen. 25:27). Hence Jonah’s testimony, seen chiastically, links himself as a Hebrew with the dry land, and this is situated between the heavens and its contrasting opposite, the sea, but all under the control of the One True God who is over, and controls, everything. Here is an extensive quote and diagram regarding the “three-decker universe” from James Jordan’s extremely helpful (and freely downloadable!) book on biblical symbolism, Through New Eyes:

The Three-Decker Universe

Bearing in mind that the Bible generally uses the language of appearance in describing the world, we can see the proper sense in which the Bible presents a triple-decker universe. The second commandment prohibits bowing before any image made in the likeness “of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the water under the earth” (Exodus 20: 4b). This three-part cosmos is fundamental to Biblical imagery and symbolism.

In Genesis 1:9, we read that the waters were gathered “into one place.”, This seems to be a reference to the oceans of the world, which in fact are continuous with one another, so that all the continents are in reality large islands in this one vast ocean. Except for a few isolated lakes, all the bodies of water on the earth are one large sea, and so the “one” gathering can also be called “seas” (plural).

The sea level establishes the limit of the land. Thus, the sea is always “below” the land, and since the sea goes down and down, it clearly stretches into an abyss. Moreover, the land is clearly in a visual sense “founded” on the seas, “established” on the flood (Psalm 24:2). Suppose all the land of the earth were connected, so that the bodies of water were separated. In that case — a mirror image of the real world — we would say that the seas were borne up by the land. The reverse is the case, however: Each island of land, however large, is bounded by the sea. Thus, in imagery we have a three-decker universe: sea at the bottom, then land, and finally heaven. (See Diagram 12.1.) The 
three-decker world is referred to in Exodus 20:11, Psalm 146:6, Nehemiah 9:6, and Revelation 10:6. This visual three-decker world becomes a symbol for a three-decker moral world: hell, earth, heaven.
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Land

 

Sea

 

Diagram 12.1

 

 

The Three

-

Decker World

 

 

Firmament

-

Heaven

 


We have come to the wider symbolic structures established by the wording of Genesis 1. We saw that there are two heavens in Genesis 1: the highest heaven, created on Day One, and the earthly sky-heaven, the firmament, established on Day Two. The sky- heaven is an image, a symbol, a reminder of the highest heaven. By implication, the same thing is true of the sea, or abyss. The “deep,” the “abyss” of the sea points beyond itself to The Abyss, the place where the devil and the wicked will spend eternity. This Ultimate Abyss did not yet exist in Genesis 1, however, because neither angels nor men had yet sinned, and that is why it is not mentioned in Genesis 1. Once the Ultimate Abyss was established, however, the ocean-abyss became an image, a symbol, a reminder of it, just as the sky-heaven is an image and reminder of the Ultimate Heaven. 

After the fall of man, the separation of land and sea becomes a common symbol for the separation of God’s people and the ungodly nations of the world. The wicked are like the restless sea, while the righteous are given God’s holy land to dwell in. As the

chaotic sea tries constantly to eat the land, so the Gentiles try to invade God’s land. In the Old Testament, the nations are frequently pictured in terms of the sea (cf. e.g., 2 Samuel 22:4-5; Psalm 65:7-8; Isaiah 5:30; 17:12-13; 57:20; Jeremiah 6:23; Daniel 7:2-3; cf. Luke 21: 25; Revelation 13:1, 11). To protect His people, God at various times defeated the oceanic nations, and bounded them (Jeremiah 5:22; Psalm 74:13; Job 26:10-12).

It often is the “gathering of the sea into one place” that makes the “land” visible. When the wicked gather together against God and His people, He vindicates His people and defeats their enemies (Psalm 2). And notice the language of Revelation 20:8-9:


[Satan] will deceive the nations which are in the four corners of


the earth, Gog [Prince] and Magog [People], to gather them


together for the war; the number of them is like the sand of the


sea. And they came up on the broad expanse of the earth and


surrounded the camp of the saints. . . . (J. Jordan’s italics)

God said in the beginning that it was “good” for sea and land to be separated (Genesis 1:10), and at the end, He will remove the ungodly human “sea” from the land, and put 
them into the Ultimate Abyss (Revelation 20:15).

Christians should not be worried when accused of holding to a “three-decker world model.” There is nothing pagan or primitive about such a worldview. As a matter of simple observable fact, the sea lies below the land, and the sky is above the land. This simple observation is relatively meaningless, of course, until we see that the sky is an image of heaven, and reminds us of our calling to grow into the fullness of God’s likeness and bring this world toward glory. Similarly, the sea has to do with life and potential. The Bible consistently speaks of water as life-giving, and it is water that feeds the plants, animals, and men in the land, enabling them to grow toward their heavenly calling. Thus water undergirds the land, stimulating it toward perfection. Additionally, because of sin, the sea reminds us of the Abyss, the opposite of heaven, where impenitent sinners will reside forever.

Ernst Wendland’s Analysis of Jonah 1:4-16

Ernst Wendland’s analysis of Jonah 1:4-16 is found in his Journal of the Evangelical Society article Text Analysis and the Genre of Jonah (Part 2) (JETS 39/3 (September 1996) 373–395).  One of the ways in which Ernst Wendland’s analysis of this passage differs from that of D. Dorsey is that whereas D. Dorsey sees the centre of the passage as Jonah’s testimony to Yahweh, E. Wendland sees the centre as lying between Jonah’s testimony to Yahweh and the sailors’ response of great fear on hearing that testimony. E. Wendland’s analysis is diven below. I think that his analysis is basically structurally correct, and the resolution between the difference in these two analyses is that by word count, Jonah’s testimony is the centre, but by thematic structure, it is more correct to see the chiastic centre where E. Wendland has located it. Here is his analysis:

A. (1:4–5a) Story: Yahweh “hurls” a great storm upon the sea, and the sailors

     “fear” (cause ->  effect)

   B. (1:5b) Speech (indirect): the sailors “cry out” to their “gods”

     C. (1:5c–d) Story: the sailors feverishly try to save the ship from

          “the sea,” while Jonah does nothing but sleep (contrast)

         D. (1:6) Speech: the captain commands Jonah to do something to

               save the ship (means ->purpose)

                E. (1:7a–b) Speech: the sailors decide to find out who is guilty

                     of causing the life-threatening calamity

                     (cause -> effect)

                        F. (1:7c) Story: the apparent reason is revealed by lot—

                             Jonah is implicated

                                  G. (1:8) Speech: the sailors interrogate Jonah to find out

                                       who he is and what he has done wrong

                                        H. (1:9) Speech: Jonah professes his belief in Yahweh

                                             (cause)

                                       H`. (1:10a) Story: the sailors react in “great fear”

                                      (effect)

                            G`. (1:10b) Speech: the sailors ask, “Why have you done this?”

                     F`. (1:10c–d) Story: the underlying reason for the calamity is

                          revealed in an aside—Jonah has run away from Yahweh

                E`. (1:11) Speech: the sailors ask Jonah what they can do to

                       him to rid them all of his life-threatening guilt (cause -> effect)

             D`. (1:12) Speech: Jonah tells the sailors how they can save the

                   ship (means -> purpose)

        C`. (1:13) Story: the sailors try their best to save the ship (and Jonah

                 too), but nothing helps; “the sea” only gets worse (contrast)

     B`. (1:14) Speech (direct): the sailors “cry” to “Yahweh”

A`. (1:15–16) Story: the sailors “hurl” Jonah into the sea, and the storm

      ceases; therefore they “fear” Yahweh even more  and worship him

      (cause -> effect)

Quote from E. Wendland’s article:

Similar introverted structures are posited by other commentators. While these may differ in detail and general plausibility, they all by and large point to the peak of semantic attention in the center, which contrasts Jonah’s conventional creedal response (a pious platitude, H) with the unexpectedly “reverent” (“fear”-ful) reaction of the heathen mariners (H`) The cohesiveness of this construction is strengthened by the correspondences that link the middle with its beginning and end points—i.e. A, H and H`: reference to “Yahweh,” maker and Lord of “the [stormy] sea,” which immediately subsides when Jonah is thrown into it according to the divinely established will; H, H` and A`; Jonah’s expression of “fear” in “Yahweh God” sparks an initial “fear” within the suspicious sailors, one that reaches a climax, now in relation to “Yahweh,” when the sea suddenly calms down. The medially highlighted disparity in religious attitude and action between Jonah and the pagans is evident elsewhere in the first chapter and runs throughout the entire book, thus indicating its overall thematic signifcance.

End of Quote from E. Wendland
Whilst I appreciate E. Wendland’s analytical skill, I hope it is clear that I do not share his poor opinion of Jonah—his opinion here is not however a consequence of the structure itself, and has been imposed, from “outside” as it were, by E. Wendland upon that structure. For example, where he sees a “medially highlighted disparity in religious attitude and action between Jonah and the sailors”, I would like to suggest that we can equally, perhaps even better, see a medially highlighted religious parity between Jonah and the sailors -   where the glorious truth about Yahweh is preached by a Jew and accepted by Gentiles in partial fulfilment of God’s promise to Abraham that in him all the nations of the world would be blessed, and in anticipation of our wonderful Gospel which, as Paul points out, is to the Jew first and then to the Gentile. A similar negative attitude towards Jonah is evident in E. Wendland’s comments within the chiastic analysis itself—for example, in E`, he speaks of Jonah’s “life-threatening guilt”. But the text never actually says that Jonah is guilty, rather that the storm is on account of him, and in the entire book Yahweh never says that Jonah has done anything wrong. I cannot prove that Jonah is not regarded as guilty by Yahweh, but at least I can, and indeed should, take on board, and ponder, the remarkable fact that the text never says (?or even implies) such a thing. 

I would like to try to develop the chiastic structure of Jonah 1:4-16 a a little further, working with E. Wendland’s structure. Here (next page) is an attempted chiastic analysis, presented in summary form, and this will be followed by a fuller version which covers two pages. (I’m not really confident that this analysis is “properly” accurate—it is presented as a possible way of looking at the passage.) We are attempting here to do a “larger scale” analysis which it is hoped will “work” simultaneously with the smaller scale analyses that have already been presented. If this is true, and both types of analyses are reasonably accurate, then any given section of text will sometimes correspond chiastically to more than one other portion of the text, depending on which analysis involving the original section of text is being considered, and so different significances and resonances for the original section of text can be inferred as a consequence. As an example of this, we can see that in the current chiastic analysis, the hurling of the cargo overboard by the sailors is matched chiastically by the prior hurling of the great wind on the sea by Yahweh. In this analysis then, attention is drawn to a sort of mimetic, sacrificial “atoning act” on the part of the sailors which results in a reversal of the effects of Yahweh’s  original action. In an earlier chiastic analysis, as we have seen, this hurling of Jonah into the sea is chiastically linked with the earlier prayer of the sailors to Yahweh that they might not have innocent blood (i.e. Jonah’s death)  laid to their account. Yahweh answers this prayer by saving Jonah by means of the great fish. This action by Yahweh does not of course exhaust what Yahweh achieves by this saving  action (after all, Jonah’s “return from Sheol” enables him subsequently to go to Nineveh, and is, in the NT, a glorious prophetic sign of Christ’s death and resurrection), but 

the chiastic analysis here draws attention to Yahweh’s gracious response to the sailors’ prayers. In fact, no-one actually dies in the entire book of Jonah.

Here then is a slight “re-working” of E. Wendland’s analysis. I have provided a summary analysis (below), as well as a fuller version (next two pages) which will form the basis for a discussion of the structure itself.
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Chiastic Analysis of Jonah 1:4

-

16a

 (Summary Version)

 

X) Yahweh hurls a great wind into the 

sea which causes a great storm

 

 

Y) The sailors fear

 

A`

 

X) The sailors hurl Jonah into the sea 

and the sea becomes calm 

 

 

Y) The sailors greatly fear Yahweh

 

B

 

Religious and practical actions by crew to im-

prove the situation, (and Jonah’s contrasting 

actions

)

 

a)  They pray to their gods 

 

b) utensils that were within the ship thrown 

from

 

ship to lighten it 

 

b`) but Jonah goes down deeper 

into

 the ship  

where he lies down & falls into deep sleep

 

a`) Jonah is commanded by captain to pray to his 

God  (but he doesn’t appear to do so at this 

time).

 

B`

 

Practical and religious actions by crew 

to improve the situation

 

b) They row hard

 

a) They pray to Yahweh

 

c

 

3 Speeches and 1 action

 

K) Jonah’s responsibility for the storm ascer-

tained by 

casting

 lots.

 

L) The sailors question Jonah.

 

M) Jonah’s 

fear 

of, and testimony to, Yahweh

 

C`

 

3 Speeches with explanations and 1 action

 

M) The sailors’ great 

fear

 

L) The sailors question Jonah.

 

K) The storm will be stilled by 

hurling

 Jonah 

into the sea
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More Detailed Chiastic Analysis (Part 1)

 

   a) And they (the sailors) cried each man to his god

 

         b) i) They hurled the utensils which were in the ship into the sea

 

             ii)  to lighten it from upon them

 

 

         b`) i) But Jonah had gone down into the ribs of the ship 

 

                         ii)  x) and he 

laid down 

 

                               y)  and was 

sound asleep

 

              i`) Came near to him the captain of the seamen 

 

                         ii`)  y`)   and said to him what to you O 

sound sleeper

?

 

                                x`) 

arise

 

      a`) i) cry out to your  God: 

 

           ii) perhaps will take notice of us the God and not we perish

 

26 

words

 

13 

words

 

b

 

K)  p) And they said each man to his companion

 

      q1) i) Go (literally, Walk), let us 

cast lots 

 

            ii) that we may know 

on whose account 

this evil to us

 

 

      q2) i) and they 

cast lots

 

            ii) and fell the lot on 

Jonah

 

 

       L) p) and they said to him

 

           q) Please tell us on whose account this evil is to us

 

                    What is your work? And from where do you come?

 

                    What is your country? And from what people are you?

 

 

              M) p) And he (Jonah) said to them

 

 

                   q) 

 

 

 

 

 

X) p) i)  But Yahweh hurled  a wind great 

 

                           into the sea  (6 words)

 

         ii) And there was a storm great 

 

                              in the sea 

 

     q) and the ship thought to be broken (7 words)

 

 

Y: And were afraid the sailors

 

c

 

 a) A Hebrew I am

 

     b) And Yahweh the God of the heavens

 

          c)   I

 

          c`)  

fear

 

     b`) Who  has made the sea

 

 a`) and the dry land

 

a
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More Detailed Chiastic Analysis (Part 2

)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please Note: the red arrows in this analysis indicate the movement from uncer-

tainty to certainty on the part of the sailors with regard to i) the cause of the 

“evil to them” and ii) how to stop the “storm upon them”.

 

 b) i) But rowed the men to bring back to the dry land

 

 b`)i) But not were they able 

 

         

Explanation: (for the sea was walking and being stormy 

 

         against them.)

 

 

 a) i) And they cried out to Yahweh and said Please O Yahweh

 

       ii) Please not let us perish because of this man’s life

 

       ii`) and not do lay upon us blood innocent

 

     i`) 

Explanation: (For You O Yahweh, as You have desired, so

 

          You have done).

 

X`)  p) i) And they (the sailors) lifted up Jonah and hurled him 

 

                                    into the sea

 

            ii) And stood still 

 

                                    the sea

 

       q)  from its raging/indignation

 

 

Y`) And feared the men with a fear great Yahweh.

 

                             M`) q) Then the men 

feared

 with a great 

fear

 

                                     p)   and they 

said

 to him, 

 

 

                  L`) q)  “What is this that 

you have done

?”

 

                                

Explanation

:

 

                                (For the men knew that he was fleeing from before 

 

                                the face of Yahweh because  he had told them

)

 

                        p) And they said to him 

 

 

K`) q1) i) what shall we 

do

 

to 

you

 

             ii) 

that the sea may be calm from upon us

?

 

             

Explanation:  (For the sea was walking and being stormy)        

 

       p) And he said to them

 

       

 

       q2) i)  Lift me up and 

hurl me

 into the sea

 

             ii)  x) 

Then the sea will be calmed from upon you

 

                    

  y) 

 

Explanation: (For I know that 

on account of me

 

 

                  x`)  this great storm is upon you)

 

A`

 

B`

 

C`

 


                                      (end of part one)

































