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Commentaries to Jonah 
Translation and Explanation  

by Rabbi Steven M. Bob 
 
 

Why Nineveh? 
 
1:2) Go at once to Nineveh, that great city, and proclaim upon it; for 
their wickedness has come before me. 
 
3:2) "Arise go at once to Nineveh, a great city to God, and proclaim to 
it what I tell you." 
 
Question: 
Why does God send Jonah to the prophesy to the Nineveh, a non-
Israelite city? 
 
Ibn Ezra 
"Nineveh Ha'Ear Hagedola,  Nineveh, the great city."  For there in 
chapter three of the Book of Jonah we find the verse "It was a great 
city to God" (3:3). Ibn Ezra uses this verse from chapter three to 
explain the verse here in chapter one. Both verses describe Nineveh 
as "Ear Gedola,  a great city”. The difference between the verses is that 
in chapter three the words "Lailohim, to God" are added. Ibn Ezra asks 
why does the text use the words "to God" to describe Nineveh. Could 
the text not simply described Nineveh as a "great city" without 
including "to God"? Ibn Ezra concludes that these words are included 
in the text to tell us that they, the Ninevites, already feared the 
Eternal from before the time of Jonah. He contends that the 
Ninevites were not idol worshipping polytheists but rather 
monotheists who worshipped the Eternal. 
 One might incorrectly conclude that the proper explanation of 
the phrase is that it was a big city and it is declared in the eyes of 
the Eternal for destruction. But this is not the way of the Hebrew 
language.  For it is written, "My soul will grow up  B'einai  HaShem 
, in the eyes of the Eternal" (I Samuel 26:24) and not LaShem, to the 
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Eternal. But here in Jonah it is written Lailohim, to God. Ibn Ezra 
brings this verse from I Samuel to show that if the intent of the Jonah 
text was to say that "Nineveh was a great city in the eyes of God" 
there exists Biblical language to express that idea clearly. The fact that 
the Jonah texts says, Lailohim   and not B'einai  Elohim   demonstrates 
that the phrase must have a meaning other than "in the eyes of God." 
 Ibn Ezra continues to seek a clear understanding of this line 
from the third chapter. And it is written, "All the nations are as 
nothing before Him, they are counted by him as things of naught 
and vanity." (Isaiah 40:17) And there is no concern if they were 
many. This verse from Isaiah teaches that God does not care about 
the number of non-believers for "They are counted as things of 
naught and vanity". Therefore the fact that in the final verse of the 
Book of Jonah, 4:11, God explains that Nineveh contains more ”than a 
hundred and twenty thousand persons” demonstrates that the 
inhabitants were not in the category of "All the nations", pagans. For 
following the Isaiah verse, if they were pagans God would not count 
them. The fact that God counts them as many proves that they had a 
prior relationship with God. 
 Ibn Ezra here is arguing that the expression in Chapter three of 
Jonah, "A great city to God" does not describe the size of Nineveh but 
rather its importance to God.  And the explanation of the word 
Lailohim  is that they had been fearers of the Eternal in earlier 
days. Only now, in the days of Jonah did they begin to do evil. If 
they had not originally been people of the Eternal, a prophet would 
not have been sent to them. And here we saw a complete 
repentance with nothing like it.  
 And we do not find it written that they broke the altars of 
Baal or cut down idols. If they had been idol worshippers turning 
now for the first time to the worship of the One God, their complete 
repentance would have included the destruction of the places of idol 
worship. Chapter three includes a detailed description of the steps 
the people of Nineveh took to repent from their evil. There is no 
mention of destroying altars to idols. From this we can learn that 
they were not idol worshipers. This why they merit God's attention 
and a visit from God's prophet. 
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Kimchi 
“Kee Alta Ra'atam Lifanay, for its evil has arisen in my eyes.”   We 
can learn from this verse that the God, who is blessed, takes note of 
sins of the nations of the world when their evil grows in Chamas, 
violence. Kimchi uses the word, Chamas, to describe the sins of the 
Ninevites. The Torah uses Chamas to describe the evil of the 
generation of Noah and in the people of Sodom. In both of these 
cases God takes note of the sins of non-Israelites and punishes them 
by wiping them out. And so it is in generation of Noah and in the 
people of Sodom. And the violence destroys the community. And 
God, who is blessed, is concerned about all the communities in the 
world. But the rest of their sins are not so important before him 
that he would take note of them, rather He does so only for Israel. 
God becomes concerned about the sins of the other nations when 
they rise in severity and cross the Chamas threshold. But God holds 
the Israelites to a higher standard. God is concerned about all the sins 
of the Israelites. To support this view Kimchi presents a Biblical proof 
text. As it says, "Only you do I know from all the families of the 
earth that is why I hold you to account for all your sins" As is 
explain in the prophecies of Amos (3:2). 
 
Abravanel 
2. That he should go “El-Nineveh Hair Hagedolah, to Nineveh, that 
great city.” where rested the thrones of the kings of Assyria, it was 
the capital of their kingdom. And Rabbi Abraham Ibn Ezra, my 
teacher, explains that the phrase “a great city to God(3:3)” The 
people of Nineveh had always been fearer of God from the early 
days. Only now in the days of Jonah had they begun to do that 
which was evil in the eyes of HaShem the Blessed One. If before 
this they had not once been righteous then HaShem the Blessed 
One would not have sent his prophet to straighten them. But this is 
not correct and is not the truth in my eyes. The explanation of the 
phrase “a great city to God” is different than the one offered by Ibn 
Ezra…… 
 
Rather since it had been directed that because of their sins, the 
Kingdom of Israel, Samaria and her daughters would be destroyed 
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by the hands of Assyria. Therefore The Blessed One tries to save 
Assyria from the evil that has been designated to come upon them 
as a result of their violence so that He will save Assyria from 
annihilation. And Assyria will become the instrument of the anger 
of the Holy One of Blessing to destroy the Northern Kingdom of 
Israel as it is written, “Ah Assyria the rod of My anger against a 
godless nation I will send them and against the people of my wrath I 
command him to take spoil and seize plunder and to tread them don 
like the mire of the street.”(Isaiah 10:5) And because of this the Holy 
One of Blessing wants to straighten out Nineveh the capital city of 
the Kingdom of Assyria. And this is the reason that he sent Jonah 
to proclaim upon it Aleha Kee Alta Ra’atam L’fanai, it for its evil 
has arisen in my eyes”. And not from HaShem’s love of them or 
desire for them. 
 
Malbim 
2. Kum Leich El Nineveh U’Kra Aleha So that they will return in 
repentance. The mission was not for the benefit of the people of 
Nineveh. For we have not found another case in which the Eternal 
sent a prophet from Israel to cause idolaters to return in repentance. 
It certainly is not the intention of the Eternal to send prophets only 
to Israel. Rather God’s concern for Nineveh is really out of concern 
for Israel. After Jonah’s prophecy Assyria will be prepared to be a 
rod of the Eternal’s anger to punish Israel who have obligated {who 
deserve punishment} themselves to God. The Eternal wants to 
cause the Assyrians to return in repentance so that they will be 
ready to fulfill His decree on Israel. And so that the cynic will not 
ask why did God choose the faithless Assyrians to uproot the 
Israelites, it would seem to be evil people destroying those more 
righteous than themselves. The Eternal wanted to demonstrate that 
Assyria possesses greater merit than Israel. For they hearken to the 
words of the prophet and repent. And Israel stiffens their necks to 
avoid hearkening to the call of the prophets.  
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What Makes Jonah Run? 
 
1:3) Jonah, however, started out to flee toward Tarshish from before the 
Eternal's service. He went down to Jaffa and found a ship going to 
Tarshish. He paid its fare and went aboard to sail with the others to 
Tarshish. 
 
Question: 
Why does Jonah flee? 
Rashi: 
What was it that Jonah apprehended that led him to conclude that he did 
not want to go to Nineveh? He thought," These idolaters are close to 
repenting, if I speak to them and they repent, I will have indicted the 
Israelites who hearken not to the words of the prophets. (Pirke D’Rabbi 
Eliezer, Chapter 10) 
 
Ibn Ezra: 

And the explanation found in Pirke D’Rabbi Eliezer and other later 
sources, that he was afraid that he would be called a false prophet when 
God repents from the evil, the destruction of Nineveh, is incorrect. Ibn 
Ezra brings three arguments to support his rejection of this position.  
 (1). For this is the reason that He did not tell him what to say in 
Nineveh, until the second time he is called, after he is back on dry land. 
For there, in chapter three, is written the proclamation which I give to 
you. And it is "In another forty days Nineveh will be destroyed." Some 
commentators, following Jonah's own words (4:2), claim that Jonah fled 
because he knew that the Ninevites would repent in response to his words 
and that God would not destroy the city. Since Jonah's prediction of 
destruction would not come to pass people would call him a false prophet. 
But Ibn Ezra argues that Jonah's flight could not possibly be in response to 
his fear that he would be called a false prophet for he did not yet know 
what God was going to instruct him to say in Nineveh. God does not tell 
him until chapter three. 
 (2). And how could the prophet rebel against the word of God as a 
result of his fear that the people of Nineveh would call him a false 
prophet?  And why does this inflame him? For he does not live with 
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them. Why should Jonah care what the Ninevites say about him? He does 
not have ongoing contact with them. 
 (3). And additionally the people of Nineveh were not foolish. Why 
would the Eternal send this prophecy upon them except to cause them to 
return to the Eternal? And if they would not repent, the decree which 
Jonah had proclaimed upon them would take effect and they would be 
destroyed. And didn't they know that this was the truth, that if they 
return to the Eternal then the Eternal would repent of the evil that he 
intended to do to them. Therefore how could they call him a false 
prophet? 
 The correct understanding is what those who came before us, may 
their memory be a blessing, said. What upset him, Jonah, was that they, 
the Ninevites, would escape at the detriment of Israel 
 
Kimchi 
3. “Vayakom Yonah Leevroach Tarsheeshah Meeleefnay YHVH, And 
Jonah arose to flee towards Tarshish from before The Eternal.”  How 
would he be able to flee? Kimchi begins his comment with a citation 
from Psalms that seems to describe the same situation which we find 
here in Jonah. For King David says, "How can I flee, Meepanecha, 
from your presence?"(Psalms 139:7)  Now Kimchi points out that 
two verses use similar but not identical words to describe a departure 
from God’s presence. We should not be distracted by the difference 
in the ending of the two words. The words end differently because 
the word in Jonah is in the third person while the word in Psalms is 
in the second person. The key difference is that the word in Jonah has 
a Lamed that does not appear in the words in Psalms.  Rather  
Meeleefnay  is not like Meepnay. For the prophet, Jonah, was filled 
with wisdom and knowledge for he was receiving prophecy. And 
was he thinking to flee Meepnay  from the Eternal? No, rather he 
thinking to flee Meeleefnay , from before the Eternal. For the 
explanation of  Meeleefnay  speaks of being Leefnay, before, the 
Eternal. And that is the spirit of prophecy. For he thought that if he 
left the Land of Israel to a place outside the Land of Israel the spirit 
of prophecy would not rest on him. Kimchi understands that 
following the Psalms verse no one can flee from God’s presence.  
Since no matter where we are we stand in God’s Presence. However, 
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one can attempt to flee from before the spirit of prophecy of God, 
which is only present in the Land of Israel. 
 
And he was summoned to go on this mission for Jonah said to 
himself, the gentiles are close to repentance and if I go on this 
mission the God, who is praised, will turn them from their evil 
paths. And Israel will be accused by this action. For I and other 
prophets constantly come to them on a mission from the God, who 
is blessed, and they do not turn from their evil path. Therefore he 
did not accept this mission. Thus is the explanation of the sages of 
blessed memory in the Mechilta to Parshat Bo. Because of this it was 
impossible for him to accept his mission. So he said to himself the 
Shecheenah, the presence of God from which prophecy flows, does 
not function outside the Land of Israel. And since the gentiles are 
close to repentance and he did not want to obligate Israel to 
punishment for being unwilling to repent therefore he fled. And the 
Holy One of Praise said to him, "I have others like you". God does 
not mean, “I have other prophets like you to send to Nineveh.” In 
fact one of the key points of the story is that God does not turn to 
another prophet after Jonah flees. Here God explains, “I have other 
messengers, including the elements of nature, at my disposal.” And 
the Eternal sent a great wind to the sea.  
 
And Rabbi Berechyah ben Yitzhak HaLevi, in 12th century 
Provence, points out foolishness of Jonah’s attempting to escape by 
he sea. Rabbi Berechyah said, "Generally when a man seeks to flee 
and he flees to a place where he can stand safely out of the reach of 
the person from whom he is fleeing. Here you have a man who flees 
to one who is also in flight from God. For the sea flees. As it says, 
'The sea saw and ran away' (Psalms 114:3). The sea itself flees before 
the presence of God And you foolishly fled to the sea."  
 
And Targum Yonatan, a translation of Prophets and Writings into 
Aramaic, attributed to a first century sage, Rabbi Yonaton ben Uziel, 
explains the phrase Meelefnay  Adonai  as meaning "before he 
prophesied in the name of the Eternal.” The Targum presents a 
different understanding of the word pair Meelefnay  Adonai.  The 
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other sources see these words referring to space, the Targum sees 
them as referring to time. The other sources understand the phrase 
“from before the presence of God” as describing Jonah leaving the 
place where God was speaking to him. The Targum understands the 
“from before the presence of God” as describing a time before which 
he received the word’s of God’s prophecy.  
 
Abravanel 
3. And here Jonah understands the truth of this matter and 
therefore concludes in his heart that he will not go to Nineveh so 
that the people of Assyria will not be saved from destruction by 
him. For what would be a reason for his going to Nineveh would to 
save children of Assyria and cut off the children of Israel? How 
would he be able to fear the evil that would befall his nation at the 
hands of the Assyrians and because of that flee from before the 
Eternal? That would be to say that he wished to distance himself 
from the Land of Israel the base for prophecy in his thought that 
prophecy does not extend to outside the Land of Israel. And when 
he would be in an impure land outside the Holy Land prophecy 
would not begin within him. And he would not be commanded to 
go to Nineveh. And not have to proclaim upon it the proclamation 
so that he would not be central to and an instrument in the saving 
of his enemy. And if  HaShem of Blessing would want to save them 
He could do it Himself as He wished but not by the means of Jonah 
and by his hand…. 
 
Jonah sought the honor of the son and not the honor of the father 
in his flight from before HaShem so that he would not go to 
straighten out Nineveh. For he chose that the counsel of the Eternal 
would not come to be. And the Assyrians would be completely cut 
off. As it is written in the Midrash, Rabbi Yochanon said, Jonah did 
not go except to lose his life at sea. As it is written, “Sauni Vahtiluni 
El Hayam, Pick me up throw me into the sea.”(1:12) Jonah fled 
expecting that this would cost him his life. 
 
Malbim 
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He chose to descend by means of the sea and not to flee to out side 
the land through the wilderness because prophecy sometimes 
occurs outside the land. As the spirit once came upon him in the 
land of Israel as is written concerning what happened to Ezekiel 
who prophesied the word of the Eternal outside the Land because 
he had previously prophesied in the Land of Israel. And Elijah in 
his flight to the wilderness from Jezebel saw a vision of God on 
Mount Horeb. Therefore Jonah climbed on the ship. He thought 
that at the moment he reached the ship the spirit of the Eternal 
would not come upon him. And because those who go down to the 
sea do not focus on the danger of the sea until they arrive at dry 
land, as the sages have written, and because then he would not be 
isolated for on the ship were idolaters and all this would prevent 
the Shechina from coming upon him. 
 
 


