The Hebrew Derivation of Jonah’s Name

Acquired from this website: http://www.abarim-publications.com/Meaning/Jonah.html#.T0Vj18fU6md


	There's something deeply peculiar about the name Jonah. Pretty much all sources derive it of the root [image: image1.png]L



 , and render the name Dove (we'll get to that). Jones' Dictionary of Old Testament Proper Names, however, seems to make a curious error. Jones suggests that the Hebrew word for Dove comes from the verb [image: image2.png]


 (yana), meaning to oppress, vex, do wrong. In Leviticus 19:33 the verb yana stand opposite the phrase "love him as yourself." In that way the name Jonah would interestedly mean Vexer, Wrongdoer. 

Traditionally however, the name Jonah is understood to come from the root group [image: image3.png]L



, which consists of two identical but unused and therefore untranslatable roots:

First there is root [image: image4.png]L



 (ywn). It yields the masculine noun [image: image5.png]L



 (ywn), meaning mire, which is wet or soft mud (Psalm 40:3, 69:3). 

Then there is root [image: image6.png]L



 (ywn II). It yields the feminine noun [image: image7.png]


 (yona), which is identical to the name Jonah and means dove (Leviticus 1:14, Isaiah 38:14). Note the striking similarity between the words [image: image8.png]


 (yana) and [image: image9.png]


. The difference is only the letter waw, which, when used as a vowel, doesn't change the meaning all that much. By some twist of fate, a dove was known by a word that also means to vex. In practical life the dove wouldn't be known as a vexer, but in the story of Jonah, when it's by no means certain what the name Jonah means, any Hebrew audience would have understood the name Jonah as a pun. 

There is no obvious relation between these two words [image: image10.png]L



, meaning mire, and [image: image11.png]


 meaning dove, except for the contexts. In the meaning of mire the word appears two times, in Psalm 40:2 and 69:2. On both accounts the mire is a substance that yields no foothold. This in contrast to a rock (Ps 40:2; also see Matthew 7:24-27). When Noah releases a dove from the ark, she too finds no foothold (Genesis 8:9). Perhaps the flight of the dove - rather erratic and not very vigorous - reminded the Hebrews of the mire in which no foothold is found. Hosea likens Ephraim to a silly dove (7:11) because this group runs after Egypt, then after Assyria. Even the prophet Jonah vacillates between Tarshish and Nineveh after God has called him (Jonah 1:2-3)


