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JONAH IN NINEVEIL 

BY B. CLAY TIlUKBULL. 

R~pri," fr- II" JqtI,.ul tlf BiIIIi&(J1 Li/~,.tJhI,." Vtli. Xl. (r8~) Part I • 

. [We depart from onr rule not to publish reprints in the BIBLIOTHItCA 
SAcRA,on account both of the intrinsic merits of this paper and to empha
aiae the importance of taking a broader view of the question at Issue than is 
coming to be current at the prescnt time. The paper deserves a wider circu
lation than it will get in the Proceedings of the Society.-EDs.] 

IN the discUlslon of the question of the historicity of the book of Jonah, 
two objections urged against its verity, at variollS times from the days of Lu
cian until now,l have had weight with many schol,rs who find no difficulty in 
accepting as true the Bible record of miracles generally. These objections 
are: (I) The _ming lack of a sufficient reason for the unique miracle of 
]oaah's preservation in a great fisb. (2) The essential improbability of the 
illStant, reverent heed of an entire people to thf' simple religious message of 
an unknown vilitor (rom an enemy'. country. 

A peculiarity of Bible miracles, that differentiates them from all mere 
myths and fables and "lying wonders" of any age, is their entire reasona
b1eDeu as miracles; their clear exhibit of supernaturalness without unnatural
OSI. When, for instance, God would bring his people out of Egypt with a 
mighty hand, he does not tell Males to wave his rod above their heads, in 
order that, after the fashion of stories in the Arabian Nights, they should be 
traDsported throllgh the air and set down in Canaan; but he brings them on 
foot to the borders of the Yam Sllph, where he tells Moses to stretch out his 
I'Od over the lea, in order that its waters may divide and make a pathway for 
the Hebrews; and again to stretch it Ollt in order that the waters may retllm 
for tbe deluging of the Egyptians. 

1 For objections to the historical verity of this book, see P. Friedrichsen, 
Kritiscbe Uebersicht der verschiedenen Ansichten von dem Buche Jonas 
(Leipaig, 1841); Article on "The Propbet Jonah," by Professor C. E. Stowe, 
in Bibliotheca Sacra, October, 1853; .. Introduction to the Prophet Jonah," 
byDr. E. B. Pusey, in his Minor Prophets; .. Introduction to the Book of 
Jonah" (Excursus A), by Prebendary Huxtable, in The [Speaker'.] Bible 
Commentary; "The Book of Jonah," in Kalisch's Bible Studies, Part II., 
pp. 114-334; Article" Jonah," in Hackett'. Smith's Bible Dictionary; Arti
cle .. Jouah," by Professor T. K. Cheyne, in Encyclopsedia Britannica (Ninth 
edition); .. The Book of Jonah con~idered from an Allegorical Point of 
View" in C. H. H. Wright's Biblical Essays. 
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So, again, the ttln II strokes," or miraculous II plagues," wrought for the 
bringing of Pharaoh to release God's captive people, are successive strokes at 
the gods of Egypt, beginning with a stroke at the popular river·god, and 
passing on and up to a stroke at the royal sun·god in the heavens, and termi· 
nating with a stroke at the first· born , or priestly representative of the gods. 
in every household of Egypt, "from the first·born of Pharaoh that sitteth 
upon the throne, even unto the first-born of the maid·servant that is behind 
the mill; and all the [consecrated] first-born of cattle." The miraculous 
strokes are, in the light of later Egyptian disclosures, seen to be a reasonable, 
although a supernatural, ·exhibit of the supremacy of the God of the Hebrews 
over the bOll5ted gods of Egypt, rather than a reasonless display of divine 
power. 

Similarly tbe miracles of the four Gospels differ from tbose of the Apoc
ryphal Gospels, in the simplicity 01 their reasonable supernaturalness, as con
trasted with the irrational unnaturalness of tbeir spurious imitations. In the 
one case the miracle is a reasonable exercise of supernatural power, for the 
increase of food, for tbe heilling of disease, for the restoration of life, for the 
quieting of the disturbed elements of nature. In the other case the miracle 
is a silly marvel of making clay figures walk or fiy, and of killing naughty 
boys by a word or a wi~h. 

Where, in the Old Testtiment or the New, except in the book of Jonah, 
is there such a seemingly unnecessary miracle as the saving of a man's life by 
having him swallowed in a fish, instead, say, of having the vessel that carried 
him driven back by contrllry winds to the place of its starting? Where else 
is there a story of tbe instllnt turning of a great multitud~ from self-seeking 
to God-seeking, by the words of a single strange speaker, witbout even the 
intervehtion of an obvious miracle in enforcement of the speaker's message, 
as at the time of Belshazzar's feast, or at the day of Pentecost? Is it, in
deed, to be wondered at, in this view of the calle, that a writer like Professor 
Cheyne 1 should say concerning the bistoricity of tbe book of Jonah: "From 
a purely literary point of view it has been urged that • the marks of a story 
[of an imaginllry story] are as patent in tbe book of Jonah as in any of tbe 
tales of the Tbousand and One Nights;'" and again, that II the greatest of 
the improbabilities rin tbifi case] is a moral one; can we conceive of a large 
heathen city being converted by an obscure foreign prophet?" 

Just here it is well to ask if there is anything in the modern disclosures 
of Assyrian life and bistory that would seem to render the miraculous ele· 
ment in the slory of Jonah more reasonable, and the marvellous effect of his 
preaching Ilt Nineveh more explicable and natural. And it seems to me 
that certain well-known facts in these disclosures have not been brought into 
their fair relations with reference to this question.S 

1 Article" Jonah," in Encyclopredia Britannica (Ninth edition). 

'No claim is made by the wriler for any discovery of fresh/acts bearing 
on this question; but only for a novel use of familiar facts, as throwing light 
upon the question. 
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l'rominent amopg the divinities of ancient Assyria, as showJI by the 
monuments.:was Dagan, a creature, part man and part fish. The divinity 
was in some instances represented lUI an. upright fiKUre, with the head of a fish 
above the helle! of a man, the open mouth of the fish forming. a miter as the 
man's sacred head-dress, and the feet of a man extending below the tail of 
the fish. In other cases, the body of a man was at right angles to the con· 
joined body of a fish. Images of this fish.god have been found guarding the 
entrance to palace and temple in the ruins of Nineveh, and they appear upon 
ancient Bahylonian seals, in a variety of forms.l The name Dagan is found 
in the cuneiform inscriptions at an early date. Tiglathpileser I. mentions an 
ancient ruler of Assyria under the name of Ishme-Dagan, who preceded him 
by six hundred and forty-one years, which would indicate a period of about 
1840 B. C.;2 and anotber Ishme-Dagan, a Babylonian king, Jived still earlier 
than the Assyrian ruler.' 

That this fish-god Dagan was an object of reverent worship in early 
Babylon and Assyria, is clear from the monuments. Berosus, a Babylonian 
historian, writing in the fourth century before our era. records the early tra. 
ditions concerning the origin of this worship. According to the various frag. 
ments of Berosus, preserved in later historical writers,' the very beginning of 
civilization in Chaldea and Babylonia was under the direction of a personage, 
part man and part fish, who came up out of the sea. According to the ac. 
count of this tradition given from Berosus by Apollodorus, .. the whole 
body of the animal was like that of a fish; and had under a fish's head another 
head, and also feet below, similar to those of a man, subjoined to the fish's 
tail. His voice, too, and language were :lrticulate and human; and a rep. 

·resentation of him is preserved even to this day. This being used to con. 
verse with men in the day time, but took no food at that season; and he gave 
them an insight into letters, and sciences, and every kind of art. He taught 
them to construct houses, to found temples, to compile laws, and explained to 
them the principles of geometrical knowledge_ He made them distinguish 
the seeds of the earth, and showed them how to collect fruits. In short, he 
instructed them in everything which could tend to soften manners and hu. 
manize mankind_ From that time, so universal were his instructions, nothing 
material has been added by way of improvement. When the sun set, it was 
the custom of this being to plunge again into the sea. and abide all night in 
the deep; for he was amphibious." 

Berosus also records that from time to time, ages apart, other beings of 
like nature with this first great teacher, came up out of the sea with fresh in· 
structions for mankind; and that each one of these avatars, or incarnations, 
marked a new epoch, and the supernatural messenger bore a new name. So 

1 See Layard's Nineveh and its Remains, II., 353 f.; Nineveh and Baby. 
lon, 292-295, 301 f. 

!I See Records of the Past (new series), I., [17. 
• See Tiele's Babylonisch·Assyrische Geschichte, p. 143 f. 
, See Cory's Ancient Fragments (Hodge'S edition), pp. 43-69. 
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it' woald -.tens to be clear' that, in 'all thole days of Iarael'l hiltory withia 
wlrich'the book Of Jonah can fairly be adfgned, the people of Nincyeh were 
beIIcvera In a dlYinlty who from time to time lent mellajtCl to them by a per
tonage who rose oat of the _, as part fish and part man. Thil befng 10, is 
there not a perceptible retIIOIIablebell, or logical COIIliitency of movemmt, 
in the nUTated miracle of Jonah in the filh, and of the wODderful IU_ of 
the filh-ejected Jonah as a preacher in the Allyrian ctpital? 

What better heralding, as a divinely sent meuenger to Nlncyeb. could 
Jonah have had, than to be thrown up out of the mouth of a great fiIh, in the 
preaence of witneIICI, "y, on the coast of Ph~nicla, where the fish-god W" 
• fnorite objeet of worahip? Such an incident would hne iamtably 
lIrOused the mercnrial nature of Oriental obae"er5, 10 that • multitude 
would be ready to follow the seemingly new a ... tar of the filh-god, proc:laim
ing the story of hil upriling from the sea, as he went on hil mission to the 
elty where the fish-god had its very centre of worahlp.l And who would 
wonder that, when it was heard in Nineveh that the new prophet among 
them had come from the very mouth of ,filh In the _, to bring tbem a di
vinely sent warning,' all the people "from the greatest of them even to the 
least of them" .hould be ready to heed the warning, and to take It epa to 
.vert the impending doom proclaimed by him? I, 

In short, if the book of Jonah i. to be looked upon as veritable history, 
It Is clear. in the light of ASlyrian records and Assyrian tradition., that there 
_ a lOund reason for having Jonah swallowed by a fi.h in order to hil com
tug lip out of a fish; and that the recorded sudden and profound alarm of the 
people of an entire city at his warning was most natural, as a' ruult of the 

1 The landing place of Jonah is not named in the Bible narrative, nor is 
itl location essential to the explanation here suggested. As he was to go 
from it-wherever it was-to Nineveh. the Orientals who witnelled hi. land
ing could go with him. 

I It is not said in the Bible record that Jonah spoke in the name of 71!
.uvd to the people of Nineveh; although it is said that it was .. the word of 
Jehovah" which came to him as he was lent thither (Jouah i. I; iii. I). 
The record is that .. the people of Nineveh believed God",. and that, be
cause of their repentance, .. God repented of the evil which he said he would 
do to them, and he did it not" (Jonah iii. S-[Ol. All this is consistent with 
the idea that, while Jonah came to the Ninevites as the repreaentative of God 
whom he knew as Jehovah, the Ninevites were ready to hear him as the rep
resentative of the god whom they called Dagan. A suggestion made by Sir 
Henry Rawlinson (see" Essay X." in his History of Herodotus, Vol. L, p. 
482), as to the meaning of the term Dagan, is worthy of note just here. It is, 
that Da-Gan stands for the male, and Da-las for the female, the two titles 
seeming to have" appertained to the great gods Belus and Beltis." In the 
light of this suggestion, a message from Dagan would have been to the Assyr
ians a message from Bel-the Lord. Compare on this point Jensen, KOlmol
ogie, p. 449 If • 

• The Bible ItOry of the repentance of a whole people, aDd of their 
ligns of repentance, at the call of their king, is entirely in accord with the 
historical records of Oriental peoples and IOvereigns, in cases where the ruler 
was moved by fear or grief. 
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coincidence of this miracle with their religious beliefs and expectations. 
Hence these two stock arguments against the historicity of the book of Jonah 
no longer have the force that they have seemed to possess.1 

There is another point in the record of Berosus that has a possible bear
ing on the story of Jonah at Nineveh. Berosus gives the name of the As
syrian fish-god as "Oannes," while he mentions the name "()dacon" as that 
of one of the avatars of Oannes.1 Now, as the name Dagan appears fre
quently in the Assyrian records, from their earlier dates, and no trace has 
been found ill tbelll of the name "Oannes," or anything like it, the question 
suggests itself,-Is there in this name Oannes any reference to Jonah, as 
the supposed manifestation of the fish-god himself? 

Wbile "Oannes" is not the precise equivalent of the name" Jonah," it 
is a form that might naturally have been employed by Berosus, while writing 
in Greek, if he desired to give an equivalent of " Jonah." I And if it were 
a literal fact that a man called" Yonah" had come up out of the very mOllth 
of a fish in the sen, claiming to be a messenger of the great God to the people 
of Nineveh, and had been accepted by king and people accordingly, is it not 
reasonable to suppose that Berosus, writing after that event, would connect 
the name Jonah with the primal divinity of Nineveh? And is there not in 
these disclosures of the Assyrian monllments, and of the later Babylonian 
historian, incidental proof of the naturalness of the narrative of Jonah at 
Nineveh, whether that narrative be looked upon as a plain record of facts, or 
as an inspired story of what might have been facts? t 

1 Whatever other arguments may have fOlce against the historical verity 
of this book, it is evident that that objection which is characterized by so 
eminent a critic as Ptofessor Cheyne as "the greatest of the improbabilities" 
of the narrative, is here shown to be of no forc~ whatsoever. Lesser obj.ec
tions must, therefore, be relied on for the remission of the story to the realm 
of myth. 

I See Cory's Ancient Fragments, pp. 51-58. 
I This name Oannes, as it stands in the Greek of Berosus. appears in 

the Septuagint and in the New Testament, with the addition of 1 before it-
loannn_ In the Septuagint this Greek word loannes is used to represent 
both the Hebrew name YOMnan, and the Hebrew name Yona. (Compare 
:2 Kings xxv. 23 [Iona] and 1 Chronicles iii. 24 [/oanan], where the Hebrew 
in both passages has Yohanan.) Similarly. in the New Testament, the name 
yona" is rendered both Jonas and loannu. (Compare John i_ 42 and xxi. 
IS, with Matthew xvi. 17.) Professor Dr. Hermann V. Hilprecht. the eminent 
Assyriologist, informs me that in the Assyrian inscriptions the J of foreign 
words becomes I, or disappears altogether; hence Joanna, as the Greek 
representath'e of Jona, would appear in Assyrian either as loanna or as Oa1l' 
"a. Therefore, in his opinion, Oannes would be a regular Greco-Babylonian 
writing for 1ona". 

'A suggestion of the possible relll,tion of Oanna and .. Jonah" was 
made by Professor F. C. Baur, as early as 1837, in the Zeitschrift fUr hiator
ische Theologie (Heft. I. pp. 88-114), and it has been many times repeated 
since then; but the mistake, in every case, has been that of supposing, or of 
taking it for granted, that the name Oan"a appears in Assyrian story earlier 
than the da!e of Jonah. Hence the attempt has been made to derive Jonah 

VOL. XLIX. NO. 196. 10 

.. 
~oog 



:Jonak in Ninev~k. [Oct. 

It wquld certainly seem to be true that, if God desired to impress UPOD 

all the people of Nineveh the authenticity of a message from himself, while 
leaving to themselves the responsibility of a personal choice as to obeying or 
disregarding his message, he could not have employed a fitter method than by 
sending that message to them in a way calculated to meet their most reverent 
and profound conceptions of a divinely authorized messenger. And this di
vine concession-as it might be called-to the needs and aspirations of a peo
ple of limited religious training, would be in accordance with all that we 
know of God's way of working among men; as shown, for example, in his 
meeting of Joseph in Egypt through the divining cup, and of the Chaldeans 
through their searching of tha stars. 

In addition to this trace of the name Jonah, as connected with Assyria 
in the writings of Berolus, the preservation of that naDle at the ruins of Nin
eveh would seem to indicate, or to confirm a historic basis for this connec
tion. It has been customary to account for the existence of that name at that 
site, by the carrying of it thither by the Muhammadans in the Middle Ages. 
But how was it that the early Muhammadans accurately located tbat site. 
which had been so utterly lost to human knowledge that when Xenophon's 
army passed the ruins of the capital of Assyria, a century before Berosus, no 
trace of the name or fame of Nineveh as Nineveh seemed to remain there? 1 

from Oamus, instead of Oannu from Jonah. It is of interest, however, to 
note that the apparent identification of Jonah with the Oannes of Berosus was 
observed by so fearless a critic as Baur, when approaching the subject from his 
point of view. Notwithstanding all the efforts of Assyriologists to identify 
Oannes with a Babylono·Assyrian divinity of the cuneiform inscriptions, so 
far nothing (as I am informed by Professor Dr. Hilprecht) beyond question
able hypotheses has been arrived at. Lenormant (Chaldean Magic, p. 202 fr.) 
sees in Oannes the god Ea (Oanne_EIl-han). Tiele, who identified Oanncs 
with Anu (in his Vergl. Geschiedenis, p. 302 ff.), accepted Lenormant's 
yiew (in his Historie Comparee des Relig.ions Anciennes de l'Egypte et 
des Peuples Semitiques, p. 11)0 f.). But later (in his Babylonisch-Assyrische 
Geshichte, p. 535, note 5) he expresses serious doubts as to the correctness 
of Lenormant's view, and asks the question whether Oannes could represent 
a Babylonian E,,-vann". Yet he is unable to say what this name could 
mean. Schrader does not offer anything better (in his Keilinschriften und 
das Alte Testament, :znd edition, p. :z84). Hommel's suggestion, that the 
myth of Oannes or Euahanes (the Ea-bani of the Nimrod epic?) represents 
a North Babylonian tradition, is fanciful. (ColDpare his Die SemitillChen 
VlSlker und Spracben, pp. 355 and 488.) Jensen, in his Kosmologie der Baby
lanier, with all its researches in Babylonian mythology, abstains from any 
attempt at an etymology of OanDes. But if it be once admitted that the 
Bible story of Jonah has a basis of fact, and that Berosns, writing after its 
day, spoke of Jonah as the supposed latest avatar of Dagan, all the hopeless 
tangle of mystery on this point is at once unravelled. 

1 See Anabasis, Book III., § 4- Herodotus, at an earlier date than 
Xenophon, speaks of the Tigris as "the river upon which the town of Nin
eyeh formerly stood" (History, Book I., ~ 193); and this was (say) a Cetltury 
Uld a half after the destruction of the caPital of Assyria. The idea that Mu
hammadan. or Christians were enabled by their instinct or through a minca
lOllS attainment of knowledge, a dozen centuries after that time, to locate in 
the desert the site of the city where Jonah preached, i. more improbable tlwl 
Ulything in the book of Jonah. 
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AI loon, however, as modem discoverers unearthed the mound that had for 
long centuries-perhaps from the days of Nineveh's destruction I-been 
known by the name of Neby Yunas, they found beneath it the ruined palaces 
of kings of Nineveh.' 

These facts are not in themselves conclusive as to the question of the 
historicity of the book of Jonah; but surely they ought not to be ignored by 
scholars who are discussing that question. 

1 It is possible that the name" Yunas," or .. Jonah," at this site, was a 
snrvival of the tradition that a di~inity of that name there appeared to the 
Ninevites (as indicated by Berolus). It is a well·known fact that the name of 
a local divinity adheres with wonderful persistency to its locality, in the East. 

• See Layard's Nineveh and its Remains, and Nineveh and Babylon; 
Buckingham's Travels in Mesopotamia, II., SO-52. 




