Compare and contrast Jesus’ stilling the storm in Mark 4:35-41 with similar stories in Jonah 1:4-16 and the Palestinian Talmud, Berachah 9,13b,22

There is more than one story about a miraculous stilling of a storm in antiquity, Mark’s account of Jesus’ miracle being one of them. This essay will examine another two and compare their actors and emphasis. I will discuss how the stories might or might not be related. I will also look at how the parallels between the stories might affect an interpretation of what the writer of Mark wanted to communicate about Jesus.

Jesus’ stilling of the storm

The story of Jesus’ stilling of the storm appears in Matthew, Mark and Luke.
 Mark’s gospel was probably written some time around, but before the destruction of the temple in 70 CE, and the story is set at the time of Jesus’ public ministry – around 25 CE.

In the Mark’s telling of the stilling of the storm, Jesus and His disciples are sailing across lake Galilee. Jesus is asleep when suddenly a violent storm breaks. His disciples wake Him up and He calms the storm with a few words. His disciples are in awe.
 The emphasis of this story is on Jesus. He has authority and control over the wind and the waves. This supernatural power is an implication of Jesus’ deity.

Jonah’s storm

Dating the book of Jonah is problematic, as there is little internal or external evidence to provide a date. We do not need a precise date here, however as we know it was written sometime between the 8th and 4th century BCE, which puts it well before Mark’s account of the stilling of the storm.

The book of Jonah is part of the Hebrew Bible, and as such would have been know to Mark and his early readers.
 Even though these readers may not have been jewish, they still would have had access to the Old Testament and probably would have at least heard the story of Jonah.
 Upon noticing the similarities that I am about to discuss, they would have been reminded of the book of Jonah and its story of the storm. The comparison between these stories would serve to emphasise the differences, and might also lead the reader to see Jonah as a ‘type’ of Christ, seeing things about Jesus in the rest of the book of Jonah. An example of this is Matthew 12:39-41, where Jesus compares His three days in the grave to Jonah’s three days in the whale.

In Jonah’s story God sends him to prophesy against Nineveh. Instead Jonah flees and gets on a boat to Tarshish, but God sends a storm after him whilst he sleeps on the boat. As the storm threatens the boat, the mariners are afraid and start throwing things overboard. They wake Jonah up and ask him to pray. After casting lots, they discover the trouble has come to them because of Jonah. He tells his story, and then recommends they throw him overboard. They eventually do and the storm is calmed.

The emphasis of this story is the fact that God is in control – able to turn Jonah back from running away. This could be a similar emphasis to the story of Jesus, which is about His control over the wind and the waves, but it is a loose link. Jonah can be compared with Jesus and Jesus’ disciples (some of whom were fishermen) can be compared with the mariners of Jonah’s ship.

In both stories, the main actors (Jesus and Jonah) are asleep on a boat when a potentially disastrous storm arises, as a result of a great wind. This similar theme would serve to show the reader of Mark that he is alluding to the story of Jonah. 

This is where the first difference arises. Jonah is asleep in the lower parts of the ship, whilst Jesus is asleep at the stern, on a pillow. The difference between these facts highlights them, and the writer of Mark (and maybe even the writer of Jonah to some extent) could be using these differences to contrast and emphasise what is going to happen next. Jonah is soon to be in the ‘lower parts’ of a whale. On the other hand, Jesus who is asleep at the stern, where the ruder would be, is in control of the situation.

The inclusion of pillow in the narrative may also be important. Perhaps this symbolises inner-comfort. Jesus has a clear conscience as He is going where He is supposed to (to the Gerasene Demoniac). Jonah, on the other hand, is not.
 Again, this contrast whether implied by the pillow or not serves to emphasise the point.

The next similarity is that they are both woken up by their companions who are surprised at their sleeping. This is quickly followed by another important difference. Jonah is asked to pray to his God to do something, while Jesus seems to be expected to do something himself. Jesus then commands the wind and the waves and they stop. This could well be making the point that Jesus is God. He has authority over the wind and the waves Himself, rather than needing to pray.

In Jonah, the mariners fear God once the storm stops, but in Mark, the disciples are in awe of Jesus. Could this also imply that Jesus is God? This implication is already in the passage itself by the fact that Jesus has authority over the wind and the waves, but the comparison emphasises the idea. Ehrman supports this idea, writing that one of the gospel of Mark’s aims is to show that Jesus is the Son of God. 

Another thing the writer may be trying to communicate was the Jesus was like Jonah. Jonah was a prophet who preached to the gentiles. They repented from their sins, changed their lives and were saved from the coming judgement. In a similar way, Jesus preached that people should repent, change their lives and then would be saved from the coming judgement. Mark could be trying to communicate that Jesus was a prophet as well as the Son of God. This comparison would add creditability to the Christian gospel and also might add weight to the argument that salvation could come to the gentiles, which appears to have been a debate in the (very) early church.
 

It is important to note that this comparison of texts in no way implies a contradiction of the Christian belief in the authority of the New Testament. Christians believe in God as in supreme control of everything. It fits into this belief, therefore, that God could have shaped the actual events of Jesus’ stilling of the storm to point to the story of Jonah. The gospel writer could also have selected which details to include or leave out, and even what language to use and word order, to make his story seem more similar to the Jonah story. An example of this is the inclusion of the location of Jesus’ sleep, a detail which is also included about Jonah. 

Rabbi Tanchumah’s “Jewish lad”

The Palestinian Talmud, from which this story comes was written some time from the end of the 4th to the 5th century CE. Rabbit Tanchumah, who is quoted as telling the story, lived around 380 CE.
 This means that the story was told and written at least 300 years after Mark. It seems more than unlikely that Mark used this particular story as a comparison to Jesus’ calming of the storm. It may be true, however, that this story was in part based on Jesus’ miracle. Perhaps the author wanted to imply that God is with the Jewish people in the same way that He was with Jesus.
 

This text may still be of some value in the study of Mark if we assume that this text is somehow representative of similar stories of 300-400 years earlier. This would mean that Mark may have been aware of a similar story that he used as a comparison to his story about Jesus. We will assume this is true to compare the stories, but must bear in mind that it might not be.

In Rabbi Tanchumah’s story, a Jewish lad is on a heathen ship when a great storm arises. After praying to their gods, the others on the boat ask the Jewish lad to pray to His, commenting that Israel’s God listens to them, and that He is mighty. The lad prays with all his being and the sea becomes silent. When they reach land, one of those on the ship ask the lad if he wants to buy something. The lad responds ‘What do you want with this unhappy stranger?’ Another of those on board answers that it is them who are the unhappy strangers, since their god is not with them, whilst the lad’s God is with him wherever he goes. The story then ends by quoting Deuteronomy 4:7.

The emphasis of this story about a Jewish lad is that God is with the Jews wherever they go, whilst the other gods are limited to areas (e.g. Babylon or Rome). This is not an emphasis of Mark’s stilling of the storm. It could be said that Rabbi Tanchumah’s story is also about the power of The Lord being greater than other gods. This could be similar to Mark’s emphasis on the power of Jesus. 

In a comparison, Jesus would be compared to the Jewish lad and Jesus’ disciples to the other’s on board the heathen ship. In both stories, the actors are on a boat when a great storm arises and the others on the ship ask the main actor to do something. Jesus commands the waves, the Jewish lad prays and both their seas become still. 

There is nothing here in Rabbi Tanchumah’s story that is in Mark’s story and not in Jonah. There is therefore no reason to believe in any relationship between the two stories, except possibly indirectly through the story of Jonah. After this point there are no similarities between Mark’s and Rabbi Tanchumah’s stories. Even before this there are big differences. The Jewish land is on a heathen ship and there is no mention of his sleeping. Jesus is on a sailing boat with his Jewish disciples and is asleep.

When compared with the links between Mark and Jonah, we can also see that the structure in not the same in Mark’s story as it is in Rabbi Tanchumah’s. In Mark and Jonah the same details are given, whilst in the story of the Jewish lad, only the general plot is the same. Even when the details in Jonah and Mark differ, it is still the same details that are given (for example, the location of the main actor’s sleep). This is not the case in our third story. 

In Both Jonah and Mark the main character gets on a boat going to a given place. The Jewish lad is on a boat which puts out to sea. In Jonah and Mark, a storm arises which threatens the boat. In the Talmud, no direct mention is made of a threat to the boat. Both Jonah and Jesus were asleep in named parts of the ship and are woken up by the others on the boat. The Jewish lad was awake. Jonah’s mariners feared God greatly, Jesus’ disciples were filled with great awe, the Jewish lad’s shipmates invited him shopping. 

As we can see, from the above, there are far more similarities between Jonah and Mark than between Rabbi Tanchumah’s and Mark’s stories. We can conclude from this that even if there were similar stories 300-400 years before this one, they did not affect Mark’s story, and so should not affect our interpretation of it. This story is still helpful, however as it can be used as a control case to show that the similarities between Jonah and Mark are not incidental, but actually deliberate and important.

Conclusion

As we have seen, there are ample similarities between Mark and Jonah in both the details of the story and how it is structured, whilst there are very few between Mark and the Talmud. This implies that Mark meant to contrast his story with that of Jonah, but not with stories similar to that of Rabbi Tanchumah (if they even existed at this time). This comparison with Jonah brings out and emphasises parts of the story which might not otherwise be obvious, particularly the idea that Jesus is the Son of God.
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