《Sutcliffe ’s Commentary on the Old & New Testaments - Jonah》(Joseph Sutcliffe)
Commentator

Joseph Sutcliffe, M.A., an English Wesleyan minister, was born at Baildon, Yorkshire. He was converted in early life and became a circuit riding preacher at age 24.

He was appointed by John Wesley to Redruth in 1786. Sutcliffe introduced Methodism into the Scilly Isles in 1788, and spent the last twenty years of his life in retirement in London, where he died May 14, 1856 at age 94.

His course was one of "unspotted Christian purity and progressive excellence. In Biblical scholarship he especially excelled." He was an indefatigable writer, publishing in all thirty-two works on religious subjects, the chief being this A Commentary on the Old and New Testament.

This commentary represents 40 years of Sutcliffe's study of the Bible. After retiring at age 74, he compiled this commentary from his Bible study notes he accumulated over the years. The commentary is mostly expositional with some exegetical comments and Hebrew/Greek analysis.

00 Introduction 

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-17
Jonah 1:1. The word of the Lord came to Jonah. The word of prophecy, delivered by Christ, the preëxistent Word, as appears from his reasoning with the prophet when angry that Nineveh was spared.—Jonah was born at Gath-hepher, and was the eldest of the twelve minor prophets. He was contemporary with Hosea, Joel, and Amos, which shows that he lived to a great age. His father, Amittai, is named because he was a man of note and honour. Of his birth and residence we know nothing more. Some of the rabbins say that he was the son of the widow of Zarephath; and others that he was the young man whom Elijah sent to anoint Jehu to be captain. Jonah, in the time of Jeroboam the second, prayed for his country in distressing wars, and the Lord said that he would not blot out the name of Israel. 2 Kings 14:25; 2 Kings 14:27.

Jonah 1:2. Arise, go to Nineveh. This city is described in the first chapter of Nahum.

Jonah 1:3. But Jonah rose up to flee to Tarshish; that is, to Carthage, then a rising city in Africa, which maintained against the Romans the sovereignty of the seas, till the time of Scipio, who rased it by command of the Roman senate. They had passed the cruel decree, Delenda est Carthago; let Carthage be destroyed, or blotted from the earth. The LXX read Carthage in most passages, and their reading has the appearance of being correct, because when the Chaldaic paraphrase was made, which read Ocean for Tarshish, that great city existed no more.

Jonah 1:6. What meanest thou, oh sleeper? Arise, call upon thy God. What a melancholy sight, to behold a prophet of the Lord insensible to impending danger, which appalled every other heart with fear; and to see him reproved by a heathen mariner, who could find no better name for him than that of a sleeper, a man given up to sloth and insensibility. It is probable that being exhausted with grief and chagrin, the prophet needed some repose; yet at such a time, and in such circumstances, his self-indulgence was highly inexcusable. Jonah was however in this instance but too faithful a picture of that carnal ease and security in which unregenerate men in general are found, who in spite of all the dangers which surround them, and all the threatenings of the divine law, still continue in impenitence and unbelief, braving the terrors of an eternal world, or leaving the issue with fatal indifference, till ingulphed in endless misery and despair.—The admonition of the mariner to this infatuated prophet, Rise, call upon thy God, not only indicates that even the heathen themselves in times of great extremity invoked their imaginary deities, but as contrasted with the conduct of the Hebrew stranger, the name of whose God was known in all the earth, it administered the severest reproof. Rise then, oh sinner, and call upon thy God. He is still seated on a throne of grace, ready to hear and able to save. If you call not upon him, it will be in vain to look elsewhere for help; and if you call not upon him now, it will be in vain to do it when destruction cometh as a whirlwind, and when distress and anguish shall come upon you. Proverbs 1:24-28.

Jonah 1:7. The lot fell upon Jonah. No doubt, they had precedents for this act in times of extremity. “The lot is cast into the lap, but the whole disposing thereof is of the Lord.” It appeared evidently so when Haman’s lot to destroy the jews fell on the last month of the year, which gave the jews time for defence. Esther 3:13. Joshua 7 :1 Samuel 10:20. The only objection which at that time could be made was, that it compelled the Lord as it were to give an answer to the enquiry.

Jonah 1:17. The Lord had prepared a great fish to swallow up Jonah. This is the literal reading of the Hebrew, דג גדול dag gadol. But the LXX read κηντει μεγαλω, “a great whale.” St. Matthew wrote his gospel in the Syro-Chaldaic language, or vulgar tongue, and his translator has followed the LXX, which must be incorrect, for the gullet of the whale is too small to swallow a man; and whales cannot bear the warmer seas of the Mediterranean. We do not know what this great fish was; it was what God had especially prepared to save the life of a misguided prophet, and to make him a figure of Christ, who on the third day was raised up from the tomb, and as Isaac on the third day was raised from the altar. 

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-10
Jonah 2:4. Then I said, I am cast out of thy sight. After what we have heard of the misguided and offending conduct of Jonah, we need not wonder to find him sinking into deep dejection and distress. He is now in the stomach of the fish, at the bottom of the mountains, crying to the Lord, while his reflections upon his past conduct are filling him with the bitterest anguish. He was an Israelite, but now cast away, and fearing it will be his lot to die among the heathen, where no eye will pity him. He was a prophet, an ambassador of the Lord of hosts, but is now cast off and rejected, and God will employ him no more. He had enjoyed communion with heaven, and cherished the hope of eternal life; yet he now finds himself “in the belly of hell.” Poor Jonah—what a situation, and to what a length did his fears lead him. All this he said: but happily for him it was not so. It was the language of his fears, which had brought him to this extremity. The Lord had not cast him off, though he was cast into the sea, and would in due time send him deliverance.

Good men in all ages are as much distinguished by their fears as by their hopes, by what they deprecate as by what they possess and enjoy. The unhappy prophet is distressed by the thought of banishment from God. I said, I am cast out of thy sight. I must see his face no more. He was in effect cast out of the world, and out of the sight of men. This however did not so much affect him: but oh, I am cast out of thy sight! This to a pious mind is the greatest of all conceivable ills, the very essence of misery itself, and can nohow be estimated but by the love of God having been shed abroad in the heart.

Yet will I look again toward thy holy temple. Perilous as was his situation, and great as had been his misconduct, he would still indulge a little hope, and once more look towards the temple, the altar, and the mercy seat sprinkled with atoning blood. Praying towards the temple, when in distant lands and in deep distress, had the promise of acceptance; thither therefore would he direct his groans and his sighs. 1 Kings 8:38-39.

This was not the first time that Jonah had looked for mercy from the bleeding altar, and he was therefore now encouraged to look again, hoping it might not be in vain. He who has once tried this means of relief will try it again: and oh how good it is, not to be a stranger to prayer, but to know where to look and what to do in a time of trouble. Jesus is now to us all that the temple and the altar were to the Hebrews; he is the true propitiatory, able to save to the uttermost all that come unto God by him.

Jonah 2:5. The weeds were wrapped about my head. The prophet was some time in the seas before his deliverance came.

Jonah 2:9. I will pay that which I have vowed; a sacrifice in Jerusalem with thanksgiving; for he knew when he composed this eloquent song that God would save him.

REFLECTIONS.—CHAP. 1, 2.
The reprieve of Nineveh is one of the most instructive events of national history. The patriarch Assur, advancing up the Tigris, found a hill on the eastern shore on which he built the city, calling it Nineveh, or beautiful; a salubrious and inviting abode.

This city flourished and encreased for thirteen hundred years. Ninus built, or rather began the walls, eighteen miles in length, and twelve in breadth, which included the villas and the pleasure grounds, as well as the city. Its walls were a hundred and twenty feet high, and the projecting towers fifteen hundred in number, twice as high as the walls. Nineveh was the northern metropolis, and Babylon the winter metropolis of the great Assyrian empire. She had extended her conquests and cruelties as far as Troy in the north, and Ecbatana in the east, and latterly had began to conquer all the powers of western Asia. Her own historians admit that she branded her slaves in the forehead; and the Hebrew prophets call her the bloody city, the city full of lies, full of robbers, from whose mouth the prey departed not. They warn her by the fall of No-hammon, the Thebes of Egypt, a cöeval city, that she should fall also by siege and storm; yea, fall to rise no more. See on Nahum, and on Ezekiel 30:15.

But oh, shall heaven strike without a full and open warning, and take advantage of worms of the dust! Shall the guilty perish in ignorance, as in crime? Oh no: the prophet Jonah, famed in Israel for prayer, and learned in languages and in poësy, was called of God to go and cry against the guilty city. His mission was that of terror and destruction, the gracious words of Christ, except ye repent, being understood. But these treasures of grace were hid, even from Jonah himself. Jonah shrunk at the terrific mission; for he knew by praying for Israel in the time of extremity, that God was merciful and gracious. Jonah however was not the only prophet that had shrunk. Moses feared to go to Pharaoh, and Elijah had requested to die, that he might cease from conflicts with those who had killed the prophets.

Jonah, to avoid the pursuing calls of his God, went down to Joppa, and embarked for Carthage, a city as far to the west as Nineveh was to the east. But Messiah, ever with his servants, would allow of no delinquency in the high duties of a prophet. He made him an example to other ministers, who shrink from the harsher duties of their office. The tempest gathered black, and the waves fought against the ship. The seamen having exhausted their strength, threw the cargo into the sea to save their lives. Necessity is a hard weapon. Each was warned to pray to his god. Jonah, poor Jonah meanwhile was in his berth, fast asleep, for it is likely that his eyes had long been strangers to sleep. The master of the vessel roused him, as a profane person, insensible of danger, and unprepared for death.

Some of the more experienced seamen now began to have their thoughts, that this was no common storm; and that they had some notorious culprit on board. The hint was no sooner dropped than believed, for in extremities we think of our sins. Each being conscious of purity from innocent blood, boldly called for the lot,—and the lot fell upon Jonah. Ay, and it shall fall on every other Jonah, who seeks in vain to fly from God.

He was summoned to the bar on the open deck, and each with eager looks began to read awful things in the countenance of a murderer, a robber of the temples, or one outrunning his country with the bread of widows and orphans. They scarcely breathed, awaiting the extraordinary confession. But behold, it was the countenance of piety in error, of virtue in distress, of wisdom under a cloud. The confession is truly astonishing.—I fear God, and am a prophet of the Hebrews. The Lord bade me go and cry against Nineveh, but my fears have conquered me, and I flee from the presence of the Lord to a land of exile. Oh most strange, but ingenuous confession.

The strong tide of passion, in all the ship’s company, now turned by the force of truth. They believed his words, and asked what they should do with him. “Take me, said he, and cast me into the sea, for I know that for my sake this great tempest is come upon you.” The sailors, fearing God, made another effort to save the ship, but all in vain: justice would accept of no compromise. So they were compelled to give the deep the required sacrifice, imploring mercy, and offering sacrifice for blood.

Think of this, thou slumbering sinner, on the verge of hell. Think of this, thou apostate professor, departing from a God, from whom thou canst not flee. And thou temporising pastor, who sometimes castest thy regards on the proud, on the oppressors, on the seducers, on the infidel; why dost thou shrink from duty for fear of the Assyrians. Why dost thou sometimes dine with that Herod, and art silent about his bosom sin? Art thou not afraid of the abyss, deeper than the sea. Dost thou get bread for the cure of souls, and deny them the heavenly bread? Wilt thou destroy thy soul, and the souls committed to thy care, through the fear of man? 

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-10
Jonah 3:4. Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown. The LXX read “three days,” and they are followed by most of the Greek fathers. But three days is thought to be an error of the scribe, for the Hebrew, the Chaldaic, Aquila, Symmachus, and Theodotian have forty days. Justin Martyr also, in his dialogue with Trypho the Jew, reads the same. 

04 Chapter 4 
Verses 1-11
Jonah 4:6. A gourd. Plants of this genera exceed all others in the rapidity of their growth.

Jonah 4:11. Six score thousand infants. By consequence, the elder children and adults, must have swelled the population to far more than half a million of people.

REFLECTIONS.—CHAP. 3, 4.
We here find Jonah in the temple, paying vows to the Lord; we also find the same Word of the Lord renewing his commission to cry against Nineveh. Let us follow the well-instructed prophet, with an attentive eye and a feeling heart. Having been taught to fear the Lord, he now ceased from the fear of man. Let us follow him through the whole land of Mesopotamia, with a mind crowded with ideas of justice, terror, and mercy, the mercy of a long-suffering God, whose forbearance he thought was just expired.

He saw at length the beautiful city, whose walls, towers, and temples were gilded with a smiling sun. He saw a host of angels hovering round to attest the battle of a prophet’s arm, and the final decisions of a God. On a nearer approach he found a guilty people, sporting in all their wonted courses of pleasure and crimes. He found the bloody, the proud, the superstitious Nineveh, saying, like Babylon, “I AM. I sit a queen, and shall see no sorrow.” He found the people confident in gods which could neither see nor hear, gods in equal danger with the people. All their sorcerers and pythonesses deluded, and blind as their idols; a brilliant city covered with the shadow of death.

Jonah, with his staff and scrip, for he would neither eat bread nor drink water in that unclean place; Jonah arrayed in the rough garb of his profession, and his soul animated with the true Promethian fire, enkindled from the heavenly altar, raised his cry on passing the gate, YET FORTY DAYS AND NINEVEH SHALL BE DESTROYED—yet forty days and Nineveh shall be destroyed. His slow pace, his piercing eyes, his strong voice, his terrible denunciations struck, amazed, and arrested the populace. These short words, as is usual with the brevity of the holy scriptures, were but as texts to short addresses, in which he recited the catalogue of their crimes, and with a voice more than human, cried, Yet forty days and Nineveh shall be destroyed.

Look now how all ranks follow him in the streets. See the pale and serious countenance of each. Mark the silence of the astonished multitude. Each is anxious to hear and learn something more before he utters the numerous enquiries which arise in his breast. See the prophet proceed till some square or forum opens to his view. Being now obstructed by the crowd which pressed upon him from every avenue and street, see him ascend the first elevation that offered, where his voice could command the countless auditory.

It being the multitude of hearers which elevate the soul of the speaker, Jonah now beheld a myriad of serious faces, to whom he declared his mission, as a prophet of the Hebrews, being probably known by face to some of the crowd. He declared his divine call, so tragic to himself, and now tragic to them. Hear him raise his voice against all their carnal grovellings and intemperate habits, degrading themselves below the brutes. Hear how he thunders against all the insults they had offered to marriage, the first and purest bond of society; the arts and violence of their seductions, the cruelty to their captives, their slaves, and their concubines. Hear how he accuses them of apostasy from the pure religion of the holy patriarchs, and their total loss of all moral principle. Hear how he sets their gods at defiance, and satirizes the blindness and weakness of their superstition. In a word, hear how he commands them to dismiss their harlots with rewards, to liberate their captives, burn their idols, and reform their habits to meet an avenging God with contrite hearts, closing all with the rending words—Yet forty days and Nineveh shall be destroyed. A single hint of mercy would only have hardened them in their sins.

But did not the ministers of superstition declare the prophet to be insane! This they dared not do, a guilty conscience having deprived them of speech. Did not some of the magistrates arrest the daring stranger. The fact was, Jonah had arrested all his hearers; their consciences had made responses to the prophet’s words. The priests were covered with shame; the civil power had lost its arm. All men thought of nothing but escaping danger, or of preparing to meet it. Report was made to the king of Nineveh, who wisely threw himself and his people at the foot of the eternal throne, by reformation of manners, and by the severest fast that nature could bear. Jonah’s God was the only God adored. They said, Who can tell, if God will repent, and turn away from his fierce anger, that we perish not. And when the destroying angel came to overthrow this proud and wicked city, it was now the contrite Nineveh, having, at least for the time, fruits meet for repentance. His commission was therefore superseded. Oh what grace, what mercy, to a guilty city! The paternal arm of God became weak; he could not strike.

But Jonah, exhausted Jonah, not daring to lodge in Nineveh, retired to distant rocks or gardens, to see whether fire, or pestilence, or earthquake, should execute the vengeance he had denounced. The forty days expired, and Nineveh still flourished. Here all the anguish of a deceived and misguided prophet harrowed up his soul. By the law of Moses, a false prophet was to be punished with death. In his grief, the Word, the glorious Word of the Lord, came to him in his hypostasis or person, and reasoned with him on the impropriety of his impassioned wishes for death; that if he had pity on his withered gourd, God had more abundant reason, yea a hundred and twenty thousand reasons, to pity the penitent Nineveh. No, Jonah, thou wilt not go home degraded, but loaded with all the glory that can cover an inspired character. Had Nineveh been destroyed, after her profound repentance, what hope had remained for other sinners. Be content, Jonah; leave thy judgment with the Lord, and thy work with thy God. 

