Jonah - the Chiastic Structure of the First Two Chapters (Part 2)
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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

 


Notes on the More Detailed Chiastic Analysis of Jonah 1:4-16a:

Here are some notes on the sections A,A`,B and B`. (C and C` will be
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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`

 


considered separately later).

1) As has already been pointed out, the centre by word count and the thematic centre do not quite coincide in our analysis. The word count centre is at the 
centre of the box labelled called Mq) in the diagram - Jonah’s testimony that he fears “Yahweh, the God of the heavens Who made the sea and the dry land” - whereas the thematic centre lies between this “fearing” declaration by Jonah, Mq), and the corresponding great fear of the sailors, M`q) which at this point is not specifically said to be a fear of Yahweh.

2) “Fear” or “great fear” is an important feature of the chiasm however. It features in A and A`, and thus occurs near the beginning and end of the overall chiasm, and it also features in the middle, occurring, as we have just seen in Mq) and M`q). We could then say that, since “fear” or “great fear” occurs at the extremities of each of the two halves of the chiasm (i.e. the upper half and lower half)  that this word forms an inclusio for both halves of the chiasm—i.e. A to C  and C` to A` as well. 

3) The name Yahweh forms an inclusio for the passage—Yahweh is the first word and the last word (How fitting!)

4) A and A` are chiastically located, but they have clear parallel sub-structures in which the hurling action of Yahweh is “mirrored” by the hurling action of the sailors  - AX and A`X - but in which the effects on the sea are reversed (the sea becomes stormy in AX, but calm in A`X).  There is one interesting point here which relates to the boat. The structure seems to require that we link the boat “thinking to be broken up” as a result of the storm in Aq and the sea ceasing from its rage or indignation in A`q. If we assume for now that this is a correct linkage, we have, I believe, a charming aspect of the narrator’s art. Both the sea and the boat are “personified” - that is, they are given characteristics of personhood which are not really attributable to the items themselves. In the case of the boat, this is “thinking”, and in the case of the sea it is rage or indignation. (We will soon discover that the sea “walks” as well -another personification - and in fact on one occasion “deliberately” walks in a particular direction to thwart the sailors efforts at rowing.) I think that the narrator is (creatively) drawing attention to the way in which the creation responds to and obeys God’s will. (Another example of this might be the Psalmist’s statements that the hungry animals cry to God for their food (e.g. Ps. 104:21, 27-30, 147:9 etc.) What role do these personifications of the sea and the boat play in our narrative?

Excursus—The Thinking Boat and the Indignant Sea: a Speculative Reconstruction
As a result of the storm (described in A), the sailors have fear, but by the end of this section of Jonah (in A`), the storm has been stilled and the sailors have great fear of Yahweh—so there is development in the sailors’ “theology” in two ways—quantitative and qualitative.  (Of course, the narrator is playing on the twofold meaning of the  word “fear” at this point!) This “drama of reversal” between A and A` is reflected in the fact that A starts with Yahweh’s action and ends with the sailors, but A` starts with the sailors’ action and ends with 
Yahweh.  However, in moving from the first of these little scenes to the second, the part played by the great wind now devolves upon Jonah since they are both “hurled in to the sea”. This leaves a couple of “minor characters”, the boat and the stormy sea itself. 

We thus have initially in A, a “mediated” action with Yahweh, the initiator, who, (Ps. 104:4a), sends his messenger the great wind. The ultimate recipients are the fearful sailors, but the action involves the intermediaries of the sea and the boat. The sea responds to the great wind by becoming stormy. (It is only later, when we get to A`,  that we discover that this storminess on the part of the sea is actually personified as a raging or “being indignant”.)  Presumably, we are meant to understand that, on encountering Yahweh’s messenger—that is, the great wind which Yahweh has hurled—the sea knows its duty, and puts up a convincing display of rage and indignation, since it knows that that is what it is supposed to do when Yahweh hurls things! The next thing that happens is that we are told that the boat now responds to the stormy sea, (which is actually a raging or indignant sea). How should the obedient boat respond?  In some translations, we read that “the boat threatened, or thought, to break up” or similar. The word translated as threatened or thought is actually the word for considered or planned, and the verb for breaking up is actually a passive (niphal) infinitive meaning “to be broken up” or “to break itself up”. It seems to me then that the boat, rather than responding passively by breaking up as a consequence of the ferocity of the storm, is actively co-operating with the storm by deliberately starting to break itself up. No wonder the sailors fear!

So, in A, (illustrated below), after hearing about the boat’s higher loyalty to Yahweh, rather than to the sailors, we immediately hear of the fear of the sailors. 
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In A`, (below) it is the sailors’ act of  hurling Jonah into the sea that seems to calm the sea and “propitiate” its  rage. The sea somehow seems to recognise that 
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the “sacrifice” of Jonah is an appropriate response by the sailors. (It evidently didn’t see the hurling of the utensils as appropriate) and so it calms down. We are not told that Yahweh actively “called off” the sea or the wind once Jonah had been “sacrificed”, or whether the sea somehow recognised that Yahweh’s will had been done by this sacrifice. This results in the sailors Godly fear—directed towards Yahweh.

End of Excursus.

5) Let us now look at the B and B` sections. Considering B first, we see described two types of action by the sailors—both designed to alleviate the perilous situation. The first, Ba), is religious—crying to their gods—and the second, Bb), is apparently practical—hurling the “utensils” that were in the ship into the sea— though it is possible that we should understand a religious component too to this action—a sort of sacrifice to the gods. This is followed by, I think, a chiastic reversal (labelled Bb`) and Ba`)) which “doubles” the earlier action. First Jonah goes down into the flank or “ribs” of the ship, thus going in the opposite direction to the utensils which were taken from within the ship. They were hurled into the sea (downwards)  to make the boat move upwards, but Jonah lays down and falls into a deep, death-like sleep—both “downwards” movements. The “doubling” of this in this part of the chiasm comes, I suggest, with the action of the captain, who “comes near” to Jonah - thus effectively repeating Jonah’s initial downwards movement, and then he tries  (chiastically!) to reverse Jonah’s lying down and sleeping by his exhortation to stop sleeping and arise! Next, he exhorts Jonah to call out to his God—and this exhortation corresponds to the sailors’ calling out to their gods, but the captain adds further words, (beyond what is recorded for the sailors), to the effect that perhaps the God (that is, Jonah’s God) will  have regard for them, and they will not perish. There are a number of points to make here. 

7) The first is that the first half of the chiasm is 13 words, the second (doubled) portion is 26 (13x2) words. This seems to also correspond to the fact that there is only one participating group, the sailors, in the first part, but two characters, Jonah and the captain, who both participate in the action of the second part of the chiasm. 

8) The next point is that the words of the captain to Jonah are similar in some ways to Yahweh’s original command to Jonah in Jonah 1:2 and also to His command in 3:2. This is pointed out in most of the commentaries where it is seen as an implied and ironical rebuke to Jonah that a pagan captain tells Jonah his compassionate duty, and, moreover, he uses words that reflect God’s words. There is certainly a verbal similarity, although there is a reversal of the situation which perhaps makes this interpretation less secure: in 1:1-2, God tells Jonah to arise and cry out against Nineveh (i.e. people), whereas here, a person tells Jonah to arise and cry out to his God. However, in 3:1-2, once again it is God commanding Jonah, but this time the command is to arise and cry out to 
Nineveh (not against Nineveh).  In this respect, we can perhaps see the command of the captain as “complementing” the command in 1:1-2, so that the command in 3:1-2, like the command in 1:1-2, is from God to men, and, like the captain’s command it is to the recipient, and not against the recipient.  

9) Jonah disobeys on the first occasion that Yahweh commands him, - well, he arises but does not carry out the purpose of the arising which is to cry out—but as I see it, the two commands are not really separable since to fail to obey the second part is really to disobey them both. (If this were an exam, Jonah would not have been awarded a mark of 50% for “arising” - he arose, yes, but didn’t “cry out”, so he failed the exam!)  - but he fully obeys Yahweh’s command on the second occasion in 3:1-2. However, with regard to the captain’s command to arise and cry out, which we are currently considering, we are (strangely!) just not told whether Jonah obeys the captain’s command! So in this respect, this “Arise and cry out” command is sort of intermediate between the other two. 

Although we are not told how Jonah responds to the captain’s command, I think we might reasonably infer that Jonah does indeed arise—since that reverses his “lying down” - and we can assume he does this since we next meet him in sufficiently close proximity to the sailors for the lot to “fall” on him and for him to converse with them (so we assume, but are not told, that he has now come up from the flank or ribs of the ship onto the deck—for it is understood to be a decked ship). The fact that we have to infer this though suggests to me that an assumed ascent on the part of Jonah from the hold to the deck of the ship is not really what the narrator is “driving at”.  Neither are we told whether Jonah cries out to Yahweh in accordance with the captain’s command. He probably doesn’t—since he knows, as a prophet of Yahweh, that the sailors will be safe provided he is sacrificed. 

Alternatively, it is possible that Jonah does not “arise” at this time, and that we should infer that the sailors, having cast lots, now come down to Jonah to question him. The Hebrew word for casting lots is to throw down lots, and the same word is used for the falling of the lot on (onto?) Jonah. So the lot seems to be making its way, metaphorically, (and perhaps even physically!) down onto Jonah in the bottom of the ship. If this is the case, and Jonah has been staying below throughout, then when Jonah says, “lift me up and hurl me into the sea . .”, he means for them to carry him up from the hold and then hurl him. (The Hebrew word for “lift” here, nasa, frequently means to carry up.) At any rate, in this way, the text shows that the sailors are required to be fully implicated in the “sacrifice” of Jonah. From a typological standpoint, this interpretation further emphasises the role of Gentile nations in the “death of Exile” of Israel (represented by Jonah), and also therefore I suggest to their participation in Israel’s “resurrection” since after the return from Exile, Israel and  the nations were intimately involved with each other in a way that had not existed previously (James Jordan frequently emphasises this characteristic of post-Exilic Israel). The complete typological fulfilment I suggest is in the Gentiles’ full 
participation and inclusion in the New Covenant which was inaugurated through Christ's death and resurrection—the ultimate “anti-type” of this aspect of Jonah’s life and ministry.

One possible way of resolving the situation of uncertainty for the listening or reading audience (including ourselves!) is to note that although Jonah is not described as obeying either of the captain’s injunctions immediately, he does cry out to Yahweh on his own behalf later (1:12) - using the same Hebrew word for “to cry out” as the captain.  I have suggested that Jonah’s prayer does indirectly help to save the sailors—since their safety from blood-guiltiness before Yahweh depends upon Jonah's safety or (typological) resurrection, so this also meets the requirements of this aspect of captain’s command. Indeed, there is much here that is typological of Christ and of our salvation through His death for our sins and of His resurrection. 

Continuing this Christological thought, then, we see, as already mentioned, in Jonah's being “lifted up” prior to being thrown in the sea, a fulfilment, likewise delayed, of the command to “arise”. After all, it is Jonah who tells the sailors that this is what they have to do, just as Christ went voluntarily to the cross, and thus both died (active) for our sins  and was put to death (passive) for our salvation. The Hebrew word for “lifted up” (nasa) is different from the word for “arise” (qum) - although the idea of upwards movement is present in both—and, as already noted, the verb is passive, not active. (I think that the use of different words with nevertheless similar (thematic) meanings is a feature of this, and many other biblical passages. It is often not clear (at least, not to me!) why events in Scripture are sometimes recorded in this way, but, given the Divine authorship of Scripture, there must surely be good reasons in each and every case! For example, why does each sailor in 1:5 cry to his god using the verb zaaq, but in 1:14 they cry out to Yahweh using qara—when these two events are clearly linked?)

One possibility for understanding the break in the narrative following the captain’s command to Jonah but preceding the sailors’ decision to cast lots is to read the sailors’ action as taking place at the same time as the captain’s interaction with Jonah. Although these two events are presented in sequence, this sequential aspect is an inevitable consequence of the way words are written down and of the way in which we human beings “process” information, and so this kind of ordering of words in space (on the page or scroll) and in time (as they are read out) does not necessarily imply that the events they describe “mirror” this arrangement! (The text could of course have read, “Whilst the captain was speaking to Jonah, the men said to one another . . “ or something similar, and this would have made the matter clear.) If nevertheless the events were roughly contemporaneous, this would provide an explanation, at the “logistical” level, for Jonah’s lack of response to the captain’s command: the conversation was interrupted by the sailors’ questions to Jonah; within the Providence of God, the definitive, albeit delayed, response to the captain’s command was typological, 
and required the active involvement of the ship’s crew—they (as Gentiles!) must participate in Jonah’s “arising”, and they too, as Gentiles,  must cry out  to Yahweh for themselves. 

Interestingly, this requirement for “involvement”  is a feature of the “faith” response in many biblical narratives.  For example, when Naaman came to Elisha for healing, (2 Ki. Ch. 5) he thought Elisha would, “come out to me and stand and call upon the name of the Lord his God and wave his hand over the place and cure the leper”. But this is not sufficient!  Naaman has to be involved in his own cure! Likewise, the father of the boy with the unclean spirit (Mark ch. 9) expected Jesus, or His disciples, to heal his son, but it was more complicated than that; he had to be involved himself, and his own spiritual condition needed to be brought out, (“Lord, I believe, help thou my unbelief!”) and dealt with first.  

10) If we provisionally accept the idea that Jonah obeys the command of the captain, but in this delayed manner, then we can see a development in the narrative. There are, I suggest, two possibilities: if we see God’s command to Jonah in 3:2 as a new commandment, separate from the command in 1:2, then

a) Jonah disobeys God’s command in 1:2 to arise and cry out.

     b) He obeys, but later and in a somewhat unexpected way, the captain’s 

          command in 1:6.to arise and cry out.

               c) He obeys immediately God’s command in 3:2 to arise and cry out.

So there is a linear progression from disobedience -> obedience.

Alternatively, if we see God’s second command to Jonah as a sort of “re-issuing” of the first command, then Jonah is really in 3:3, somewhat tardily, obeying the first command originally given in 1:2, and we have a chiastic structure:

 a) Jonah receives the God’s command in 1:2

         b) Jonah receives the captain’s command in 1:6

         b`) He obeys the captain’s command (given in 1:6) in 1:15 and 2:2 (or 2:3

               in the  Hebrew text)

 a`) Jonah obeys God’s command in 3:3

In this way of understanding God’s command(s) to Jonah, there is a small delay in b) and b`), and this small delay occurs chiastically within the bigger delay of a) and a`). 

11) I have, above, drawn attention to, and discussed (though perhaps not very well!), the “odd” feature of the narrative that we are not told whether Jonah arises and calls on his God when the captain tells him to. It seems to me that part of the difficulty in determining whether a proposed explanation for this (and other features of the narrative) is feasible lies in whether we our “reading” of the 
broader narrative is correct, or at least feasible, in the first place. In this book, I have been arguing that Jonah is at the very forefront of God’s new prophetic movement which anticipated and accompanied Israel’s Exile and return, and God’s expanded involvement with empires (or nations), and with the bringing of the Gentiles into His kingdom—and ultimately with the New Covenant in Christ. One feature of this new move is Israel’s reluctance to enter into this new stage of salvation history, involving as it did Israel’s loss of its unique privilege, and the symbolic “death and resurrection” of the Exile and return. I have also been suggesting that the Jonah narrative is also a theological drama in which Yahweh “manoeuvres” Jonah into prophetically enacting the new message of Yahweh’s  “consigning all to disobedience that He might have mercy on all”—as Paul describes in Romans). I suggest that Jonah’s disobedience/procrastination are related to both these aspects. The glorious new message—this “both . . and” rather than “either . . or” in relation to God’s dealing with Israel and the nations (with regard to both disobedience and mercy) which had Jonah as the prophetic vanguard was not in word alone—it was dramatically enacted in Jonah's life too: he enacted Israel’s response—a dramatic aspect—a “theo-drama”— found in some of the other prophets too (e.g. Ezekiel having to lie on different sides for fixed periods of time (Ezek. 4:4 etc.) — Ezekiel represented Israel and, symbolically bore their iniquity in doing this etc.)

 Now, in this respect, I support the view that the Church—made  up of Jews and Gentiles equally - in Christ and in the New Covenant - is “New Covenant” Israel: Paul uses the term Israel in this sense in both Romans and Galatians, and describes this glorious “mystery” in Ephesians also.  The above truth is in some deep way dependent upon the Church being in Christ  Jesus, and in this connection I also support the well-known view that He is the New (but obedient) Israel, recapitulating and “improving upon” the history of OT Israel in His earthly ministry as described by Peter Leithart in Jesus as Israel so that, for example His death and resurrection correspond to Israel’s Exile and return. Thus, furthermore, within this big, composite picture of type and anti-type, there are also many smaller type-antitype fulfilments, in which the person and work of Christ, and also the Church, correspond to OT people, places objects and events. Thus we know that Jonah is a type of Christ—at least in two particular respects— (i) Jonah in the big fish corresponding to Jesus’ death and resurrection and ii) with regard to the men of Nineveh’s repentance at the preaching of Jonah contrasting  with the impending judgement on earthly Israel) - because Jesus Himself said so!

These overlapping types, together with the patterns that exist intrinsically within the Jonah narrative, as well as other OT and NT passages, give us great scope for interpreting this narrative. I would like to conclude this part of the analysis of Jonah 1:4-15 by considering very briefly some of the possible interpretations that follow from these rich Scriptural interactions when we consider Jonah’s sleep in the ship and captain’s subsequent command to Jonah.
12) There seem to be a number of overlapping types and patterns connected with this little section of Jonah. We have discussed the “oddness” of the abrupt way in which the narrator switches from the captain’s command to Jonah to the next topic (the sailors’ casting lots), and we can note that this “non-sequitur” aspect or theme occurs later in the book too, particularly at  the end of the book when we are left with the drama unresolved: how does Jonah respond to Yahweh’s question (assuming it is a question) about Yahweh’s “rightness” in having mercy on Nineveh, and what does Jonah do next? We are not told! Here too, I suggest, Jonah represents Israel’s dilemma/response—some will choose God’s way of  Exile  (i.e. symbolic death and resurrection and acceptance of God’s plan in which Israel will only find salvation in the New Covenant which embraces Jew and Gentile equally). Jonah is at the start of the choice presented by the new historical era that Yahweh is implementing—Jeremiah by contrast comes near the end—immediately prior to and during the Babylonian Exile. In Jeremiah, the choice between life and death is presented very starkly. In the period of 30-70 AD, the choice for Israel was again stark—to accept Christ, the New Covenant, and Paul’s Gospel of “neither Jew nor Gentile”—or face destruction. Jonah comes at the beginning of this OT transition, just as Simon the son of Jonah (i.e. Peter!) formed the vanguard of this transition in the New Testament exemplified (and to some extent initiated) by the receiving of the Spirit by Cornelius—a journey which, for Peter also, started at Joppa!! 

There are other places however, besides the captain’s command, and Yahweh’s question at the end of the book where Jonah does not appear to “respond fully or appropriately”! He does not fully answer the questions put to him by the sailors—although his response nevertheless meets the needs of the situation, and he does not respond to Yahweh’s question in 4:4 about the rightness of  his anger. (But,  as we have come to expect, he does have to answer the “anger” question eventually—albeit in disguised form! - in 4:9. I’m not sure what all this means, and fortunately, I haven’t yet reached ch. 4 properly in these articles, so don’t need to show forth my ignorance just yet! I suspect the gourd represents Nineveh, and Yahweh is somehow “trapping” Jonah in the inconsistency of the “Old Covenant wine and wineskin” of his earlier understanding, and the New Covenant wine and wineskin which Yahweh wants Jonah (and Israel) to accept! They don’t mix—and Jonah’s anger at the sparing of Nineveh is inconsistent with his anger at destruction of the gourd since the gourd is Nineveh! If this is correct, then 4:11 is “checkmate” to Yahweh in his theological chess match with Jonah!

13) A difference between B and B` is that in B, the “religious” and “practical” components of the action are structured chiastically, whereas in B` they are structured sequentially. An interesting “aside” suggested by the chiastic analysis is that just as the sailors’ attempt to row to land in B` was frustrated by the sea walking in the opposite direction (a “horizontal” opposition), so the sailors’ attempt  to lighten the boat by lifting utensils from the hold in B was frustrated by Jonah's going in the opposite direction (a “vertical” aspect. As we have already noted, the second half of the “big” chiasm contains explanations, whereas the 
first half characteristically doesn’t, but I suggest we can here nevertheless infer  the reason in the sailors’ failure in the first half by being aware of the chiastic correspondence with the second half. If this is correct, then we might even infer that this chiastic linkage (retrospectively) presents Jonah’s action in the second half, like that of the sea in the first half, as a deliberate manoeuvre to frustrate the sailors plans!

