A "Timeline" for the Events of Jonah Ch. 2
In this article, I wish to try to unravel the relationship between the events recorded in Jonah ch. 2 and a proposed re-construction of the chronological sequence of those events. They are, I believe, far from the same thing, and, given the chiastic structure of Jonah Ch. 2, it is perhaps not surprising that this should be the case. Thus, for example, it is proposed that some of the events in the second half of the chiasm took place at the same chronological time as their "opposite numbers" in the first half of the chiasm - even though these events appear later in the chapter.  Reading "chiastically" thus uncovers important aspects of the text. But this is only one aspect of the complications that await us!!
Here (next page), for reference purposes, is a chiastic structure that "covers"  Jonah 2 (as well as the very last part of Jonah ch. 1) and which has appeared (with notes) in an earlier article. (Please note the equal number of words (i.e. 61 words)  on either side of the centre of the chiasm!)
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a) I said, “I have been banished from Your 

sight
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                                 yet

 

a`) I will 

look

 again towards Your holy temple”
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a) For You threw me

 

          b)  into the depths  into the heart of the waters

 

 

                                      c) and 

the current surrounded me

 

 

           b`) All Your breakers and Your waves 

 

a`) over me passed
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a) Encompassed me waters 

 

          b)  to the soul

 

 

                                      c) 
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X`) i) To the bases of the mountains I went down

 

           the earth with its bars was about me

 

      ii)   

for ever

.

 

 

 

Y`) r)  i)  But You brought up from the 

pit

 my life 

 

            ii) O Yahweh my God

 

       q)  i) When 

fainted
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prayer
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X) i) And Jonah was in the belly of the fish

 

     ii)  

three days and three nights

.

 

 

 

Y) p) i)   Then 

prayed

 Jonah to Yahweh his God
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from

 the stomach of the fish and said,

 

     q)  i) I cried out from the 

distress

 of me 

 

           ii) to Yahweh  and He answered me

 

      r) i) From the belly of Sheol I cried for help

 

         ii) and You heard my voice
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M) a) And feared the men (with) a fear great Yahweh

 

      b) and offered a sacrifice to Yahweh 

 

      c) and vowed vows

 

 

N)  i) And had appointed Yahweh a great fish 

 

      ii)  to swallow Jonah

 

6 words

 

 

3 words

 

2 words

 

 

7 words
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M) a) Those who pay heed to vanities of idolatry

 

           forsake their faithfulness

 

               b) but I with the voice of thanksgiving 

 

                   will sacrifice to You 

 

               c)  what I have vowed I will fulfil

 

      a`)  

Salvation belongs to Yahweh!

 

 

N)  i) And spoke Yahweh to the fish

 

      ii) and it vomited Jonah out 

onto the dry land
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8 words
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And now, here are some thoughts about the "timeline" of Jonah Ch. 2 - all help and comments gratefully received!

Timeline for Jonah Chapter 2

In the diagram below, I have given numbers to the separate events involving Jonah in Ch. 2.
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and prays 
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Jonah on 
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1

 

2

 

3

 

4

 

5

 

6

 

7
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(earlier events)

 

 

(later events)    

8

 

Key:    1

-

7 refer to events in Ps. Ch. 2 (actually, from 1:15

-

2:10)

 

              0  refers to any events that occurred before Ch. 2

 

              8 refers to events after Ch. 2

 

(I’m assuming here that Jonah actually composed the psalm whilst in the great 

fish, but I think the diagram could be easily adapted to allow for a subsequent 

“formal” stage in the composition)

 

* see later discussion

 


Now here is the passage with the event numbers attached. 

1:15: And they lifted up Jonah and hurled him into the sea  (1)

[This is just event no.1 - hence the 1 in brackets above]

         And stood still the sea from its raging (2, 3 etc.) 
[This appears to have happened as soon as Jonah was thrown overboard. But Jonah describes waves initially going over his head However, we are not told that the sea suddenly became "dead calm," we are only told that it "stood" or halted or ceased from its raging. Also stopping raging had "ongoing effects"  - it ceased, but stayed ceased!  So I've given this event a "2, 3, etc." After all, at some point in the future the sea might be needed for "raging duties" again!]
1:16 And feared the men with a great fear Yahweh, and they offered a sacrifice

         to Yahweh and they vowed vows (2,3,4,5 etc.)
1:17 Now had appointed Yahweh a great fish to swallow Jonah (4)

       and was Jonah in the belly of the great fish three days and three nights 

       (5, 6)

2:1 Then prayed Jonah to Yahweh his God from the belly of the fish (6)

2:2: And he said, (6)

       I cried out from the distress of me to Yahweh (6,2)

[Note: this is a “6” because it is part of the psalm that Jonah prays to Yahweh, but it is also a “2” because it tells us one of the things Jonah did when he was in the water.]

      And he answered me (6,4,5)

[This is a “6” because these are words  of Jonah’s psalm, and a 4 and a 5 because they refer to Yahweh’s answer which was to cause Jonah to be swallowed, and therefore to bring Jonah to a realisation that Yahweh had rescued him.]

      Out of the belly of Sheol I cried for help (6,2)

     and You heard my voice (6,2)

[Jonah’s cry and Yahweh’s hearing the cry are simultaneous.]

2:3:  For You threw me into the depths into the heart of the waters (6,1)

        And the current surrounded me (6,2)

       All your breakers and Your waves over me passed  (6,2)

2:4 and I said (6,3)

      I am (have been) driven from your sight (6, 3,0, 1,2,3, (4))

[ It is a “6” because it is part of Jonah’s psalm that he says to Yahweh, but it refers to a “something” that he said whilst in the water. Now I think there are two possibilities for that “something”: it could be that Jonah said to Yahweh, “I have been driven from your sight” or alternatively, Jonah said to himself, “I have been driven from His sight, or from Yahweh’s sight”, but we only know that he said one or other of these at that time because we are told that he did in the psalm and, since this is “reported speech”, even though “Your” is used in the psalm, it could still have been “His” or “Yahweh’s” when Jonah actually said it!! Gen. 4:14 describes something similar, and might be able to be used to distinguish between the two possibilities presented here. The main problem is whether Jonah would, or could, address Yahweh directly at a point when he was being, or had been, cast out of Yahweh’s sight.  Any help here appreciated!

Since it was said whilst Jonah was in the water, the “moment of saying” will be either “2” or “3” in the above classification. Can we really distinguish between the earlier and later phases of Jonah's experience in the water in this way? I suggest we can, (but we are perhaps nearing the limit of the sort of distinctions we can draw!) My reason for suggesting this distinction in the first place is that, chiastically, v.4 is the centre of the passage and therefore represents the climax of the psalm. From this structural consideration then, v.4 is in a slightly different category from the “matching”  “sea” events on either side of it, and for this and other reasons it appears to me that this represents Jonah’s final resigned summary of recent events, whereas the sea events on either side are contemporaneous with each other, and represent penultimate slightly earlier events. (Please see the chiastic structure of the passage presented above).
Thus Jonah is saying this to himself or to Yahweh whilst in the water, and, as suggested above he may be saying this at the point when he believes he is just about to be drowned.  Hence I have given this a “3” rather than a “2”.

But now we come to the really tricky part! What numerical code or codes should we assign, not to the saying, “I am or have been driven out”, but to the timing of the actually being driven out!!?  There is one preliminary point here. Is Jonah telling the truth?!

One view is that Jonah is telling the strict, literal truth. At the other end of the spectrum, some commentators claim that Jonah is, even in his distress which he has brought upon himself, trying to justify himself and “shift the blame” for  his fleeing from Yahweh onto Yahweh Himself, whereas any rift between Jonah and Yahweh is 100% because of Jonah (as Jonah well knows in his heart of hearts!!) One person, commenting on Jonah’s claim that he has been cast out from Yahweh’s sight said, “Now Jonah’s just being ridiculous!” I think this is a misguided view, but there is a sort of compromise view, or range of views, between these two extremes which include 1) that Jonah believed (wrongly) that God had cast him from His sight, or that 2) it felt to Jonah the same as if God had cast him from His sight, or that 3) it is a rhetorical "ploy" on the part of Jonah to "exaggerate" the situation to Yahweh to recruit the sort of help from Yahweh that his earlier prayers do not appear to have achieved. 
Interestingly, Jonah said in 2:3, “You (Yahweh) threw me into the depths . .”. Well, we know that the sailors did it, and that they were acting strictly under Jonah’s explicit instructions. So Jonah is here claiming a “dual agency” - Yahweh and Jonah-plus-the-sailors for this action. So, by analogy, it is possible that Jonah understands, in good faith, his “having been driven from Yahweh’s sight”, rightly or wrongly as starting from his own rejection of the initial command to go to Nineveh, and continuing right up to the point where Jonah says that he is or has been cast out. It cannot continue beyond that because once he is in the belly of the great fish, Jonah realises that he is no longer out of God’s sight or presence. (I’m taking God’s “sight” or “presence” to refer to a shared closeness between Yahweh and the party in question—i.e. to a communion and state of resolution of any disruption in the relationship between the two parties—because of course God sees everything and is everywhere. This usage is employed by Yahweh with regard to Israel’s  (and Judah’s later exile)). That is a "maximal" interpretation. A “minimal” interpretation is that Jonah regards his fleeing as part of his “delaying tactics” and represents a “cooling in the relationship” until the matter at hand can be sorted out, but that it does not mark a total break—a rupture - in the relationship itself. This break comes (at step 3) or so it appears to Jonah, when it really appears to Jonah that Yahweh is going to let him go down 
to the pit with the relationship un-restored, and that Yahweh really has cast Jonah from Him. Another aspect to this is that Jonah is earnestly praying to Yahweh in step 2. So, whatever the precise nature of the separation between Yahweh and Jonah between the initial command and the imminent “drowning”, Jonah certainly believed that the Lord could hear him, and to answer if He chose at that time, and also that He had been sufficiently close to hurl him into the sea!

Another aspect to all this, as discussed briefly  above, this is that psalms of complaint sometimes present just that, a complaint, expressed in very dramatic, (and often covenantal), terms that go beyond what is literally true, and the psalmist does this in order to persuade Yahweh to help. I know it seems a bit “underhand” to us, but  by exaggerating, the complainer aims to enlist Yahweh’s sense of honour and His desire to be exonerated from any charge that He is failing to live up to His covenantal obligations.  Within this OT “tradition”, Jonah’s claim that he has been driven from Yahweh’s sight—if directed “to” Yahweh, rather than being “about” Him - is a last attempt to secure Yahweh’s help, even if it is not strictly 100% true!

I think, in conclusion that, regardless how we interpret Jonah’s original flight, the “truth” about “Yahweh’s casting out of Jonah” is that 1) the relationship has truly been disrupted to some extent by Jonah’s flight, (but that there may be some “slippage” between the actual truth and Jonah’s felt or claimed reality of that disruption!) 2) that it is not entirely unreasonable of Jonah to claim that Yahweh is complicit (after all, He (deliberately) gave Jonah a commission that He knew Jonah would, (very possibly in good faith and conscience), reject!) and 3) that, even though Jonah has played “hard ball” by resisting the commission to the death, Yahweh has played hard ball too—or so it seems  to Jonah by event 3 on the timeline—and matched Jonah’s flight from Yahweh at every point with an equal and opposite (apparent) rejection of Jonah. 

I’m therefore giving Yahweh’s “casting Jonah from his sight” - the “event” itself that is— a 0, 1, 2,3,4 on the timeline—conscious that the typing should perhaps be in much fainter type than that used above, - whilst also noting the paradox that when the claim seemed most true to Jonah (i.e. at step 3 when it was uttered) it was objectively least true because Yahweh was just about to save Jonah, and restore unbroken fellowship at that very moment. I guess that’s why psalms of complaint were so popular in Israel: they describe a very effective strategy for prayer!!)

Any corrections, improvements etc. on all this, please let me know!!]

2:4 (continued): Yet I will again look upon Your holy temple (6, 5,8)

This is the second half of v.4 and it corresponds to the first half since the first half looks gloomily backwards to times past, and the second half looks confidently forwards to the future. This central verse thus stands out from the more limited temporal, and emotional, and theological  “reach” of the surrounding verses. It also employs direct speech, in contrast to the surrounding reported speech, for greater dramatic effect.
This line is also a “6” because of course it is part of Jonah's psalm, and it is also an 8 because it refers to an event or putative event at some time is the future. 

But should it be also be a “3” - that is, was it said at the same time as Jonah’s claim, whilst in the water, to have been cast out from Yahweh’s sight?  

All translations that I have looked at (including all the versions on the biblehub website) assume that it was said at the same time: the quotation marks are wrapped around the two statements considered together. Ultimately, I think this is correct, but for now, I note that there is no reason why the translators’ quotation marks are required to be extended to include Jonah’s statement that he will nevertheless look upon Yahweh’s holy temple (which, I’m here assuming refers to the actual temple in Jerusalem.) 

Now, it seems to me that we have three choices.  If we assume that Jonah only says the first line of the stanza, “I have been cast out from your sight” whilst he is in the water, and not the second line (Yet I will look . . ") and that this second line, “Yet I will look again upon Your holy temple”, is his delighted statement of contrast, said in his psalm from within the safety of the belly of the fish (with which the holy temple is chiastically matched in the structural analysis, (just as the belly of Sheol corresponds to the pit)), and said immediately after the psalm recalls his earlier despondency of the first line, then all is plain sailing: the turning point in Jonah’s fortunes and in his relationship with the Lord is the moment that Yahweh rescues Him. All praise to Yahweh—salvation is of the Lord!

 If we assume that Jonah says that he will yet look upon Yahweh’s holy temple whilst he is still in the water, and about to drown and immediately after stating that Yahweh has driven him away from his sight, things are rather more complicated. It’s not impossible of course, but we have to ask how or why Jonah should suddenly acquire this (vanishingly unlikely) certainty that he was going to get out of this alive! It is entirely unexplained. We perhaps have to postulate that Yahweh has infused this supernatural certainty within Jonah, (it is unlikely to have come from Jonah given his pessimism about his prospects a few seconds previously.) In any case,  in a very short period of time, Jonah will be saved anyway.  Well, this is all possible I suppose but “Occam’s Razor” would not select this option. 

Finally, my very best suggestion for 2:4b! With our chiastic understanding of this passage, Jonah can still have said both 2:4a and 2:4b, and in sequence too, with no other statements in between! 2:4a) was the last thing Jonah said whilst in the water, and 2:4b was (most naturally indeed!) the first thing he said in the belly of the great fish!! What would be more fitting than for Jonah to long for a sight of Yahweh’s holy temple as an expression of his joyful restoration to Yahweh—we can really sense his optimism for the future! The very mid point of the passage (chiastically and numerically) is the precise moment of Jonah’s
salvation the precise moment of his transition from death to life! What a fantastically brilliant structure!! So . . . (6,5,8)!!! ]

The rest of the psalm is straightforward:

2:5 The waters closed over me to take my life. The deep surrounded me weeds

       were wrapped around my head (6,2,3)

2:6 at the roots of the mountains. I went down to the land whose bars closed

      over me for ever (6,2,3)

2:7 yet you brought up my life from the pit O Lord my God (6,4,5)

     When my life was fainting away, I remembered the Lord and my prayer

      came to You into Your holy temple (6,4)

2:8 Those who pay regard to vain idols forsake their hope of steadfast love

      (0,1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8!)

2:9 but I with the voice of thanksgiving will sacrifice to You  what I have vowed

      I will pay (6,8)

      Salvation belongs to the lord (0,1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8!)

2:10 And the Lord spoke to the fish and it vomited Jonah out upon the dry land

       (7)

All comments and help gratefully received!



































































































