
(Jonah1) ויהי דבר־יהוה אל־יונה בן־אמתי

THE WORD OF YAHVEH2 TO YONAH BEN-AMITTAI:3

Arise! Go to Nineveh, that great city, and call out to her, for 
their evil has gone up to my presence.

Yonah arose to flee to Tarshish from Yahveh’s presence. He went down to Yafo and found 
a ship going to Tarshish and paid his fare. He went down to it to go with them to Tarshish, away 
from Yahveh’s presence.

Meanwhile, Yahveh cast a great wind upon the sea.

A GREAT STORM AT SEA AND A BOAT THINKING ABOUT SINKING:

The sailors were afraid and they cried out, each man to his god. They cast the cargo on 
the ship into the ocean to make themselves lighter. But Yonah had gone down to the interior of 
the ship and had lain down and fallen asleep.

The captain approached him and said to him, “What is it with you sleeping? Arise! Call 
out to your god! Perhaps the gods will take notice of us, and we will not die!”

Then the men said to one another, “Come, let us cast lots so that we may know who is 
responsible for this evil plight of ours.” And the lot fell onto Yonah. So they said to him, “Tell us 
who is responsible for this evilness. And what is your line of work? Where do you come from? 
What is your nationality? What people group are you from?”

He said to them, “I am a Hebrew, and it is Yahveh the God of the heavens whom I fear, he 
who made the sea and the shore.”

Then the men feared with a great fear: “What have you done?” they said to him. For the 
men had known that it was from Yahveh’s presence that he was fleeing, because he had told 
them. “What should we do for you,” they said to him, “so that the sea will calm down for us?” 
For the sea was getting increasingly violent.

Yonah said to them, “Lift me up and cast me into the sea. Then the sea will calm down 
for you, for I know that it is because of me that this great storm is upon you.” But the men rowed 
hard to return to shore, but they could not, for the sea was becoming increasingly violent around 
them.

1 Translator’s Note: The book commonly known as Jonah is one book (or chapter?) in the anthological Book of 
the Twelve (Prophets) in the Hebrew Bible. As there are no original titles, one might as well use the opening 
words of “Jonah.” The title is simply the first verse of “Jonah” written in Hebrew script. The Hebrew script 
serves to remind the reader that what she is reading is in fact a Hebrew text, not an English one. However, I 
have tried to translate this book into readable English, one that even those unfamiliar with Scripture would find 
enjoyable to read (hence the decision to forgo verse numbers). Given the plethora of “literal” translations, I do 
not feel burdened to be “literal.” At any rate, I hope my translation will serve as a starter translation that aims to 
be faithful and also fun and easy to read (which in the particular case of “Jonah” may actually be an appropriate 
and faithful rendition of the easy Hebrew). The footnotes are decidedly not written with the average reader in 
mind. They are only for the curious and are not required for the reading of “Jonah.”

2 I have decided to use a transcription/transliteration approach to proper nouns instead of traditional Anglicized 
names partly to be iconoclastic and partly to remind the reader that this is a Hebrew text, and that the names 
used in this story are indeed Hebrew names.

3 The full-caps is used to show that the ויהי clause serves as a framing device, almost like an “Act I Scene I” 
equivalent.
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So the men cried out to Yahveh, “Please, O Yahveh, do not let us die because of this 
man’s life. And do not hold us responsible for the guilt of innocent bloodshed. For you, O 
Yahveh, you do as you see fit.” Then they lifted Yonah up and cast him into the sea. And the sea 
stopped its raging. Then the men feared Yahveh with a great fear. They sacrificed sacrifices to 
Yahveh and they vowed vows.

And Yahveh appointed a great fish to swallow Yonah.

YONAH IN THE BELLY OF THE FISH FOR THREE DAYS AND THREE NIGHTS:

Then Yonah prayed to Yahveh his God from the belly of the fish:4

In my distress I called out to Yahveh and he heard.
From Sheol I cried out, and you received my word.
You cast me into deep waters which around me thrashed.
Your waves and your breakers all over me crashed.
So I knew I was banished and turned away from your face.
Yet still will I seek you in your dwelling-place.
The waters engulfed me and I was to drown.
The weeds all around me were pulling me down.5

To the base of the earth I descended, where the doors shut in forever the lives it 
does hoard

But you raised me up out of the grave, O Yahveh, my Lord.6

When my life was ebbing away, I remembered Yahveh.
And to you and your temple reach all that I pray.7

Those who serve idols empty and fleeting
will neither mercy nor faithfulness be meeting.
But I will give thanks and sacrifice to you, what I vow I will pay.
Salvation belongs to Yahveh!

Then Yahveh spoke to the fish, and it vomited Yonah unto the shore.

THE WORD OF YAHVEH TO YONAH TAKE TWO:
Arise! Go to Nineveh that great city and call out to her the message I had 

4 I chose to translate this poem liberally and in a way that would make it be recognizable as poetry to the English 
reader. As such, I have decided to use rhyming couplets. The advantages of using rhyming couplets are twofold. 
One, the rhyme subtly reminds the reader that this is both poetry and that the translator took a few liberties in his 
translation to make the lines rhyme, for it is unlikely that the Hebrew rhymes or that “literal” translations will 
easily yield rhyming couplets. The second advantage is that couplets are not unlike the bi-cola found in the 
Masoretic versification.

5 Alternatively, “The weeds of the sea were wrapped ’round my crown” [crown as a metonymy for head] or “The 
weeds were wrapped ’round my head as if forming a crown” [crown as in something that adorns the head].

6 Alternatively, I could have used a bi-cola-line couplet with an alternate rhyme scheme:
I descended to the foundations of earth, to the land of the never,
Where the living are not, and where live the deceased.
The doors lay shut behind me so as to trap me forever,
yet you, O Yahveh, brought me out and ensured my release.

The alternate rhyme scheme would have continued the rhyming couplet scheme, only now, two lines instead of 
one are paired with two other lines to form an expanded bi-cola couplet.

7 Alternatively, I could have broken the couplet rhyme scheme to play off the rhyme between “away” and 
“Yahveh” and translated thus:
When my life was ebbing away, I remembered Yahveh.
Then my prayer and groan reached your heavenly throne.
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spoken to you.

Yonah arose and went to Nineveh according to the word of Yahveh. Now Nineveh was an 
extremely large city, taking a three-day journey to cross.8 Yonah began to go into the city, with a 
distance of one day’s journey, and he called out, “Yet forty days and Nineveh will be 
overturned.” The men of Nineveh believed in God and declared a fast and donned sackcloth, 
from the greatest to the least among them.

When the word reached the king of Nineveh, he arose from his throne, took off his robe, 
covered himself in sackcloth, and sat in ashes. And he made a declaration:

To all Nineveh, by decree of the king and his nobles: “Neither man nor animal, 
cattle or sheep, may taste anything. Nor may they graze. They may not even drink 
water! And let the men and the animals cover themselves in sackcloth, and let 
them cry out fervently to God. Let each man turn from his evil path and from the 
violence in their hands. Who knows? God may turn and relent, and turn from his 
burning anger, and we might not die.”

And God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, and he renounced the 
evil that he said he would do to them, and he did not do so.

But this was a great evil for Yonah, and he was enraged. He prayed to Yahveh, saying, “O 
Yahveh, if this wasn’t my reason while I was in my land to preemptively flee to Tarshish. For I 
knew that you were a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in faithful 
love, and one who renounces (promised) evil. So now, Yahveh, take my life away from me, for it 
is better that I die than live.”

Then Yahveh said, “Does it benefit you to be angry?”
Yonah went out from the city and turned to the east of the city, and there he made for 

himself a shelter. He sat under it in its shade, waiting until he saw what would happen to the city.
Yahveh-God appointed a plant and it came up over Yonah to be a shade for his head to 

rescue him from his evil mood. And this was a great joy for Yonah, and he rejoiced. Then God 
appointed a worm when dawn came the next day, and it smote the plant and it withered.

THE SUN HAD JUST RISEN

God appointed a scorching east wind. And the sun smote Yonah’s head and he was faint. 
Yonah told his self to die, for he thought, “It is better that I die than live.”

Then God said to Yonah, “Does it benefit you to be angry over the plant?”
“It benefits me to be angry to death!”
Then Yahveh said to Yonah, “You pitied a plant that you neither toiled for nor tended, a 

plant which was a son of the night and died a son of the night.9 And I will not pity Nineveh, that 
great city, which has more than 120,000 men who, like animals, cannot distinguish right from 
left.”

8 The Hebrew is unclear if the three days refers to crossing the city, going around the city, or . . . ? The Hebrew is 
more like “Nineveh was a great city to God, with a distance/journey of three days.”

9 Here I arbitrarily wanted to keep to a word-for-word kind of gloss. If I were to be more interpretive, I might 
have followed something like the ESV, wherein the plant is one that “grew overnight and died overnight.”
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