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Abstract: The apocryphal Book of Tobit revolves around a journey. Tobit sends his son, Tobias, 

to collect some money from a distant land accompanied by an angel in disguise and a friendly 

dog.  Together, they have many picaresque adventures.  But the Book of Tobit alludes to other 

types of journeys as well: forced travel into exile, righteous walking in the ―ways of truth and 

justice,‖ passage into death, and pilgrimage to Jerusalem. This paper will explore the narrative 

motif of journeys in the Book of Tobit and identify a number of possible implications for its 

sociological context. Finally, it will also consider various interpretations of the journey motif 

through art. 

 

The Book of Tobit recounts the tale of a once-wealthy Jewish exile in Nineveh named 

Tobit who becomes blind while performing acts of mercy.  Destitute and despairing, he sends his 

son, Tobias—with the angel Raphael in disguise as Azariah—on a journey to retrieve some 

money he had left in Media. On his way there, his son acquires a healing potion and a new wife, 

and eventually returns to Nineveh to restore Tobit‘s sight, his family, and his fortune. Tobit dies 

a happy man. The story turns on the journey motif, and as such, may contribute to the recent 

dialogue concerning travel in the ancient world.   

In order to mine the Book of Tobit for its attitudes to travel, we must first establish its 

context, an issue that is not easily resolved and which has, by no means, reached scholarly 

consensus.  Although the story is set in the late eighth and early seventh centuries B.C.E., it 

reflects a much later composition.  Some of the historical details are confused, such as the 

succession of Assyrian kings, suggesting to some that the author was separated from the events 

by a long passage of time.
1
  Furthermore, Tobit calls himself a ―Jew,‖ a term not used during the 
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8
th

 C. B.C.E.
2
 Because the text refers authoritatively to some of the prophets by name (Nahum and 

Amos), we might set its earliest date around 225 B.C.E. And because it does not reflect the harsh 

vindictive against the Gentiles or the turmoil of the Maccabean era, we might set its latest date at 

around 175 B.C.E.
3
 The author was fluent in both with non-biblical motifs (Ahikar, the grateful 

dead and the dangerous bride) and biblical themes
4
; the preoccupation with living faithfully 

while in exile suggests that the author was a Jew living in the Diaspora. 

The provenance of the Book of Tobit is also a matter for considerable debate.  The story 

was likely written in Aramaic, as five fragmentary manuscripts of Tobit (representing all 

fourteen chapters) were found in Qumran, four of which were written in Aramaic, and only one 

in Hebrew
5
; with a likely original language of Aramaic, Tobit was not likely composed in Egypt 

where Aramaic was not well known.
6
  Some scholars argue that the author could not have been 

from the eastern Diaspora because the geography is confused.
7
  For example, Tobias travels from 

Nineveh east to Ecbatana and comes to the Tigris River, but the Tigris is to the West of Nineveh 
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(6:2-3).  On the basis of the Aramaic and confused geography, Dancy argues that the author lived 

in Judaea.
8
 Others argue for a more specific provenance of Samaria, based on its association with 

the Tobiad family and the identification of Tobit‘s hometown as Thisbe (or as Milik claims, 

Thebez; see 1:2).
9
 More likely, however, Tobit was not written in Judaea, for the evident longing 

for a restored Jerusalem and the emphasis on how to live a righteous life while in exile would be 

misdirected.
10

 As the book closes with Tobias‘ family living ―happily ever after‖ in Media, a 

more likely provenance would be the Eastern Diaspora.  But what then do we make of the 

confused geography?  Lawrence Wills points out that ―Jewish novels,‖ such as Tobit, often 

intentionally confuse the historical and geographical details in order to mark the work as 

fiction—much as the expression ―once upon a time‖ marks most fairy tales—the result being that 

the lessons of the story transcend both time and place.
11

  But, whatever the original provenance 

of the Book of Tobit may be, the fact remains that the novel was popular throughout the Middle 

East, as the five manuscripts at Qumran and its various translations testify; the story ―spoke‖ to 

Jews in diverse locations, and was copied and preserved, edited, and adapted.  Its provenance, 

then, is less important than its positive reception.  For the purposes of this study, therefore, we 

will keep an open mind about the date and provenance of the Book of Tobit and the possible 

light that this book might bring to bear on the question of travel during the Second Temple 

Period. 

The purpose of this Deuterocanonical book has been variously defined.  For some, its 

importance lies in its contribution to the question, ―How do Jews live a respectable life in the 

Diaspora?‖ It promotes kashrut, almsgiving, use of influence, reverence for Torah, observant 
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burial of the dead, the centrality of Jerusalem, and prayer. Indeed, Harrington claims that the 

story of Tobit is ―in many respects the narrative embodiment of the values of Deuteronomy.‖
12

 

Craghan claims it is ―an object lesson in the manner of preserving Jewish faith.‖
13

  As the book 

also bears the marks of other wisdom literature, some claim that its purpose is to promote ethics 

and universal virtues,
14

 and to develop the themes of family life complete with patriarchy, strong 

women characters, obedient children, and endogamy.
 15

  For others, Tobit‘s value is located in its 

play on the themes of theodicy, for, like Job, righteous Tobit is not rewarded but falls from 

prosperity into despair and destitution.  For still others, Tobit‘s value is in its theological 

assertions that God is both father and judge, supreme over all things supernatural, and all-

knowing; this theology reassures those in exile.
16

  Milik suggests that the Book of Tobit attempts 

to enhance the particular family-line of the Tobiads.
17

 Or for others, quite simply, the Book of 

Tobit is a romantic comedy designed to entertain.
18

  Given the amount of traveling going on in 

this book, however, I will argue that one of the purposes of this book is to promote and justify 

foreign travel, and it does this in four principle ways: 1) it uses travel to shape the plot; 2) it 

embeds travel language in non-travel moments in the narrative; 3) it presents travel as a way to 

advance prosperity; and 4) it regards travel as safe.  This positive presentation of travel suggests 
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an audience that may have been required to travel but feared the breakdown of the family.  Never 

fear, says Tobit, good things happen when people travel! 

 

1) Travel shapes the plot of the book 

Literally, as we see in the following chart, notions of travel influence every turn in the 

plot.
 19

  

1:1-2 Prologue: Tobit is introduced as the speaker 

1:3-16 Tobit walks in the ways of 

righteousness 

1:4-8 He travels to Jerusalem to leave offerings. 

  1:8-11 He travels to Assyria in exile but does not eat the 

Gentile‘s food.   

  1:12-15 Tobit travels to Media to buy for the king. 

1:16-3:6 Travel is dangerous; Tobit 

stays home.   

1:16-20 Tobit buries bodies, but must flee. He loses 

everything but his wife and son. 

  1:21-2:1 Sennacherib is killed; his sons flee. Tobit returns 

to Nineveh under the sponsorship of Ahikar. 

  2:1-10 Festival of Weeks dinner ends with Tobit blinded. 

  2:10-3:6 Ahikar travels to Elymais; Tobit becomes 

destitute, shamed by his wife, and vows to travel 

to his death; he prays. 

3:7-17 Sarah‘s story 3:7-17 Rather than cause her father to travel to Hades in 

sorrow, Sarah decides not to kill herself; she 

prays. 

3:17 The prayers go up to the presence of God, and Raphael is sent to Tobit and Sarah; their 

prayers are answered as they both move from one place in the house to another. 

4:1-

12:22 

Tobias travels. 4:1-20 Tobit remembers the money he left in Rages; he 

instructs Tobias in the right ways (ovdoi,) of life. 

  4:21-

5:17 

Tobit and Tobias make travel plans and hire 

Azariah (the angel, Raphael, in disguise). 

  5:18-6:1 Anna protests that her son will no longer come 

and go before them, but is reassured because an 

―angel‖ (ironic) will travel with him. 

  6:2 Tobias, Azariah, and the dog travel. 

  6:3-9 Tobias catches a fish 

  6:10-17 Azariah tells Tobias about Sarah; they plan how 

they will take her back to Nineveh. 

  7:1-8:19 Tobias and Azariah arrive in Ecbatana; Tobias 

marries Sarah and uses the fish‘s liver to repel the 
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demon, Asmodeus; Azariah follows Asmodeus to 

Egypt; Tobias does not travel to the grave that 

was prepared for him. 

  8:20-9:6 The wedding festivities last 14 days; Azariah 

travels to Rages to get the money and Gabael. 

  10:1-7 Tobit and Anna anxiously await Tobias‘ return. 

  10:7-14 Tobias and Sarah say good-bye and leave 

Ecbatana. 

  11:1-19 They arrive in Nineveh; Tobias heals Tobit‘s 

blindness with the fish‘s gall; the community 

celebrates. 

  12:1-22 Tobit pays Azariah for traveling with Tobias; 

Azariah reveals that he is Raphael, then travels 

(avnabai/nw) to heaven. 

13:1-18 Tobit instructs and praises God. 

14:1-10 Tobit‘s farewell address 14:3-4 Tobit tells Tobias to take his family to Media 

  14:5-10 Tobit anticipates the return of Israel to Jerusalem. 

14:11-13 Tobit and Anna die. Tobias and his family move to Ecbatana. 

14:15 Tobias praises God when the exiles from Nineveh arrive in Media. 

  

The center piece of the Book of Tobit is Tobias‘ journey to collect some money that 

Tobit left in Rages.
20

 The prologue to this sequence introduces Tobit who had once traveled and 

been prosperous but, when he is no longer able to travel, becomes destitute and blind. He prays 

to travel to his death.
21

  At the same moment many miles away, Sarah prays for death because a 

demon has killed seven husbands before her marriage to them has even been consummated.  

Because Tobias travels, he finds a cure for Tobit‘s blindness and a cure for the demon, 

Asmodeus, who kills Sarah‘s husbands. Because he travels, he meets Sarah and, as her last living 

relative, marries her, saving her from reproach and death, and her family from extinction because 

there are no more heirs (3:15).  Because Tobias travels, he recovers the money Tobit left with 

Gabael. Because Tobias travels, he returns to Nineveh, cures Tobit‘s blindness, restores his 
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fortune and family honor, and provides a long life and good burial for his parents.  And finally, 

because Tobias travels to Ecbatana, he has a safe place to flee before Nineveh is destroyed.  

Tobias‘s journey resolves all the conflicts created in the narrative.  

Within the larger narrative of Tobit, Tobias‘ journey plays a central role, taking up nine 

out of the fourteen chapters in the entire book.  As the Tobias journey approaches, the narrative 

pace slows considerably. Rather than summary statements that span years, specific and 

prolonged dialogue slows the pace to virtual time, often needlessly repeating conversation.  For 

example, during his double employment interview, first with Tobias and then with Tobit, 

Azariah asks Tobit why he wants to know about his family (5:11); twice, Azariah claims that he 

is familiar with the journey to Media (5:6, 10). Furthermore, as might be expected, the number of 

journeying words increases at the start of Tobias‘ journey, but they increase unnecessarily.  Tobit 

5:17 alone, for example, contains eight words drawn from the journey motif.   

kai. euvdo,khsan ou[twj kai. ei=pen pro.j Twbian e[toimoj gi,nou pro.j th.n o`do,n kai. 
euvodwqei,hte kai. h`toi,masen ò ui`o.j auvtou/ ta. pro.j th.n òdo,n kai. ei=pen auvtw/| o` 
path.r auvtou/ poreu,ou meta. tou/ avnqrw,pou o` de. evn tw/| ouvranw/| oivkw/n qeo.j 
euvodw,sei th.n o`do.n u`mw/n kai. o` a;ggeloj auvtou/ sumporeuqh,tw u`mi/n kai. evxh/lqan 
avmfo,teroi avpelqei/n kai. o` ku,wn tou/ paidari,ou metV auvtw/n 

 
The unnecessary profusion of words here suggests a building focus on Tobias‘ journey.  

Furthermore, Tobias‘ journey is framed by a series of proverbs spoken by Tobit, and the brief 

mention of the dog that accompanies the travelers (6:2; 11:4).
22

 Amid a larger plot driven by 

travel, Tobias‘ journey thus forms the central piece. 

 

2) Travel language is embedded in non-travel moments in the plot 

Even a casual reading of the Book of Tobit reveals abundant travel language. The third 

word in Tobit‘s narrative, after the editorial introduction, is the word ovdoi/j (―ways‖); the fifth 
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word is evporeuo,mhn (―I was walking‖).  Travel language is defined generally as any nouns (o`do,j, 

tri,boj) or verbs that suggest movement from one place to another, either under one‘s own power 

(compounds with e;rcomai, poreu,omai, bai,nw, euvodo,w, stre,fw, evpane,rcomai, or feu,gw) or under 

the influence of another (compounds with a,gw). See the chart below for frequency and 

distribution. 

Chapter: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

e;rcomai  
I go, I come 

1:18, 

22 

2:3, 

13 

  5:14, 

21 

6:1 7:1 8:11 9:6 10:1 11:6 

(2), 

17 

12:18   

die,rcomai 
I go through 

1:21              

evxe,rcomai 
I go out 

    5:17;    8:14, 

20 

9:3  11:10, 

16 

   

eivse,rcomai 
I go in 

  3:17 4:10 5:9, 

10 

6:15, 

17 

 8:13   11:15    

avnabai,nw 

I go up 
           12:20   

katabai,nw 
I go down 

  3:17   6:2        14:1

0 
poreu,omai 
I go, I come 

1:3, 

6, 7, 

14, 

15, 

19 

2:10 

(2) 

3:5 4:5, 

15 

5:3, 

4, 5, 

6, 8, 

9, 

14, 

17 

6:1, 

18 

 8:2, 

10, 

21 

9:2, 

5 

10:7, 

14 

11:1, 

4, 6, 

16 

   

sumporeu,omai 
I go with 

1:3    5:3, 

9, 

12, 

17, 

22 

         

prosporeu,omai 
I go to 

      6:18         

evkporeu,omai 
I go from 

    5:18          

eivsporeu,omai 
I go into 

    5:18  7:11     12:15   

o`do,j 
way 

1:3, 

15 

 3:2 4:5, 

15, 

19 

5:6, 

17 

(3), 

22 

6:1    10:7, 

14 

11:5    



euvodo,w 
(lit) I travel 

well, prosper  

   4:19 5:17 

(2), 

22 

 7:12   10:11, 

14 

    

avpostre,fw 
I turn away, 

remove 

  3:6    7:2 

(2) 

       

u`postre,fw 
I turn back 

    5:22  6:13         

evpistre,fw 
I turn back 

 2:5 3:17  5:16        13:6 

(2),

8 

14:5 

(2), 

6 
evpane,rcomai 
I return 

     6:17         

feu,gw  
I flee 

1:18,

21 

    6:17  8:3       

evkfeu,gw 

I run away 
            13:2  

kata,gw 
I bring down 

  3:10   6:15       13:2  

avna,gw 
I bring up 

            13:2  

tri,boj 
path 

   4:19           

diaspei,rw  

I scatter 
            13:3  

skorpi,zw 
I scatter 

  3:4          13:5 14:4 

Total = 128 14 5 8 8 30 12 5 8 4 7 11 3 8 5 

 

Usually within the narrative of Tobit, travel language refers literally to movement from 

one place to another.  This includes, of course, broad sweeping references to Tobit‘s pilgrimages 

to Jerusalem, his move into exile, his travel for the king, the flight from persecution, and, of 

course, Tobias‘ journey to Ecbatana and back. Sometimes, the language of movement is used 

more locally, as when Tobias goes to his father to speak to him (2:3) or when Tobias goes to his 

physicians (2:10). In one notable and surprising moment in the plot, travel language links Tobit 

and Sarah in their combined plight: Tobit simultaneously goes into his house while Sarah comes 

down from her room (tw/| kairw/| evpistre,yaj Twbit eivsh/lqen eivj to.n oi=kon auvtou/ kai. Sarra h̀ 



tou/ Ragouhl kate,bh evk tou/ u`perw,|ou auvth/j; 3:17). This statement marks the beginning of 

Raphael‘s intervention.  Finally, when Tobit is about to die, he warns his son and grandsons that 

the people of Israel will all be scattered but that God will bring them back in due course (14:3-7).  

The whole book, in fact, is framed by the mention of Tobit‘s exile and the forced exile of the 

people of Nineveh. 

Travel language is also used figuratively in Tobit.  First, it serves in descriptions of 

righteous living. Tobit uses travel language to refer to his faithful life, for he claims to ―walk in 

the ways of truth‖ (o`doi/j avlhqei,aj evporeuo,mhn; 3:1).  He claims that ―all God‘s ways (o`doi,) are 

mercy and truth‖ (3:2).  Tobit instructs Tobias to go (poreuqh/|j) in the ways (o`doi/j) of 

righteousness (4:5) and not to walk with drunkenness (mh. poreuqh,tw meta. sou/ me,qh evn th/| o`dw/| 

sou; 4:15); he should  ask God that all his ways (o`doi,) may be straight (euvqei/ai) and that all his 

paths (tri,boi) and plans prosper (euvodwqw/sin; 4:19).  Similarly, Tobit uses the language of travel 

when he discusses not living a righteous life; he says to God, ―And now your many judgments 

are true in exacting penalty from me for my sins.  For we have not kept your commandments and 

have not walked (evporeu,qhmen) in accordance with truth before you‖ (3:5).
23

 Secondly, travel 

language is used figuratively to describe the descent into death, the darkness, or Hades.  When 

Sarah contemplates suicide, for example, she refrains only because she ―will bring [her] father in 

his old age down in sorrow to Hades‖ (kata,xw metV ovdu,nhj eivj a[|dou; 3:10; cf. 13:2).  Elsewhere, 

Tobit assures Tobias that almsgiving will not allow him to go (ouvk eva/| eivselqei/n) into the 

darkness (4:10).   Travel language is the primary vehicle (!) used to describe the activity of both 

living and dying. 
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Because travel language is used to describe the activity of living and dying, it make sense 

that journeys—and impending journeys—become the context for instruction on righteous living, 

and warnings against unrighteous living.  For example, when Tobit sends Tobias on his journey, 

he teaches him about the care and burial of his parents (4:3-4), remembering the commandments 

(4:5), acting in truth (4:6), alms-giving (4:7-12; 16), marriage (4:8-13), idleness (4:13), and 

general conduct (4:14-19).  As they travel to Media, Raphael instructs Tobias about the 

medicinal value of the fish‘s liver, heat, and gall (6:7-9), and the need to marry Sarah (6:11-17).  

Sarah‘s parents send the newlyweds back to Nineveh with instructions for Sarah to honor her in-

laws and for Tobias to love his wife (10:12). When Tobit settles his account with 

Azariah/Raphael, he also sends him with instructions about alms and making God known (12:5-

10), an occasion that leads to Raphael‘s angelophany and ascent (avnabai,nw; 12:11-20).  Finally, 

as Tobit is about to journey into death, he delivers a testamentary parenesis to his son and 

grandsons that they give alms, praise God, and leave Nineveh as soon as Anna dies (14:8-11). 

Travel thus not only shapes the plot of the story of Tobit, but excessive travel language—

both literal and figurative—is embedded into the very fiber of the tale. 

 

3) Travel advances prosperity 

The Book of Tobit demonstrates that travel advances prosperity.  First, Tobit claims that 

Israel was taken into exile because they did not travel willingly to Jerusalem. His compatriots in 

the tribe of Naphtali went to Dan and ―all the mountains of Galilee‖ in order to sacrifice to the 

golden calf that King Jeroboam had erected there (1:5); they did not travel to Jerusalem to 

worship in the temple as it had been ―prescribed for all Israel by an everlasting decree‖ (1:6).  In 

sharp contrast, Tobit claims that he did travel to Jerusalem on a regular basis, taking with him an 



abundance of offerings; travel was Tobit‘s way of being faithful to God. In the same breath, 

Tobit describes his wealth, perhaps inferring—along Deuteronomic lines—that his prosperity 

was a direct result of his faithfulness to travel to Jerusalem (1:6-8). As a result of Naphtali‘s 

unwillingness to travel to Jerusalem, Assyria forces them to travel to Nineveh in exile, and Tobit, 

though not complicit, is forced to go with them. The setting of Tobit in exile in Nineveh is thus 

established on the basis of Israel‘s misdirected travel.  

Second, Tobit explains that his faithfulness to God results in more travel.  Once in 

Nineveh, Tobit remembers God with all his heart (1:12) and, more specifically, refrains from 

eating the food of the Gentiles (1:10-11), again unlike his compatriots, and as a result, the ―Most 

High‖ gives him favor with King Shalmaneser (1:13). Tobit is assigned the task of purchasing 

whatever the king needs and thus travels often to Media (1:14).  Not only is travel Tobit‘s reward 

for faithfulness, but his travel results in an accumulation of wealth—some ten talents worth of 

silver—which he is able to leave in trust in Media with Gabael (1:14).  Reclaiming this stash of 

money becomes the prime motive for Tobias‘s travel, which receives the most substantial 

treatment in the narrative. 

Third, like his father before him, Tobias also prospers when he travels.  After Tobit 

becomes blind, Tobias goes to Media to reclaim the money that was left with Gabael. Tobias 

travels there and not only reclaims the money—by way of his angelic companion—but also 

returns with a wife, her substantial inheritance, and the miracle cure for his father‘s blindness. 

Tobias‘ trip brings prosperity, long life, and peace to the extended families of Tobit and Tobias. 

If travel is the cause for prosperity, then the obverse would also be true: that failure to 

travel results in destitution. Indeed, this does seem to be the case in the Book of Tobit, as we 

have already seen in Israel‘s failure to travel regularly to Jerusalem and their ensuing exile.  



After Shalmaneser‘s death, according to Tobit, Sennacherib becomes the new king and travel 

conditions become unstable – from avkatastate,w (loosely translated as ―not standing upright‖)—

so Tobit stays home (1:15). While home, he remains faithful to God by other means, principally, 

by burying the Israelite bodies that are left in the wake of Sennacherib. When people begin to 

notice these righteous deeds and plot against him, Tobit fears for his life, hides himself, and later 

flees. This journey results in the loss of all his possessions (1:20).  But because of the 

intervention of his nephew, Ahikar, Tobit journeys home again and rejoins his wife and son. 

Again because Tobit is home and not traveling, he buries abandoned bodies, but this time, 

because he has become defiled and cannot re-enter his house, he sleeps in the courtyard; bird 

droppings fall into his eyes and he becomes blind. As his resources wane, his wife tries to earn 

some money, but it shames him to the point of suicide. Thus, because Tobit does not travel, he 

loses his sight, his prosperity, the affections of his wife, and his will to live. Tobit was not lucky 

when he stayed at home. 

In the Book of Tobit, therefore, travel results in prosperity and not traveling results in 

misfortune. 

 

4) Travel is safe 

Although the journey of Tobias is framed by blessings and reassurances of safety (5:17-

22; 11:17 cf. 5:14; 10:6), the Book of Tobit surprisingly emphasizes that travel is a means for 

prosperity rather than a source of fear.  So for example, when Tobit instructs Tobias to go to 

Rages to acquire the money, he does not tell him to be afraid because of the journey; the fear of 

poverty is much greater (4:21). Before Tobias sets out, he expresses concern, not for his safety, 

but that he will not be recognized by Gabael and given the money; he also does not know the 



way (5:2). For this reason, and not to protect him, Tobit hires the angel Raphael—disguised as 

Azariah—to accompany (sumporeu,setai) Tobias (5:3, 9, 12, 17, 22).  Then, when Tobias is 

delayed, Tobit worries not for the death of his son but that Gabael has died or that Tobias has 

been detained (10:2).  When Anna expresses fear for her delayed son, it is for their livelihood 

and not for Tobias‘ safety (5:18-20); she wants his coming (eivsporeu,esqai) and going 

(evkporeu,esqai) before them (5:18).  The word fobe,w (―I fear‖) is used 12 times in the Book of 

Tobit, but never when referring to travel (1:19; 2:8; 4:8, 21bis; 6:15bis, 18; 12:16-17; 14:2, 6). 

Thus, physical danger does not seem to be a significant factor in travel, with one notable 

exception.  When Tobias does not return, his mother becomes inconsolable saying, ―My child 

has perished and is no longer among the living…Woe to me, my child, the light of my eyes, that 

I let you make the journey‖ (10:4-5; cf. 5:21).  But Tobit rebukes her (10:6) and, as the reader 

well knows, Tobias will return safely.  Anna‘s fears are misplaced; her incessant worry and 

lament is neither necessary nor justified.  The book here serves to silence—and ridicule—the 

noisy complaining woman.  

If the Book of Tobit wanted to convey the impression that travel was dangerous, there 

might be mention of the travelers arming themselves or hiding along the way. There might be 

mention of robbers or wild beasts. Instead of arms, the travelers take a dog, which otherwise 

plays no role in the plot except to lend a whimsical tail (pardon the pun).  The only danger that 

Tobias and Azariah encounter is when a fish tries to eat Tobias‘ foot (6:3); with little fanfare, he 

escapes, captures, kills, and eats the fish. He dries the fish‘s guts to use later as potions for 

deliverance and healing (6:4-7). Far from being a danger, the fish becomes a source for salvation.  

The couple also seems to have no want for food, since they have the remains of the salted fish, 



and they find their way to Media without incident.  Travel is depicted as an interesting and 

magical adventure that brings riches, health, and happiness. 

Finally, the comedic nature of the Book of Tobit, so well described by David 

McCracken,
24

 precludes worry of any kind: the reader, if not the characters, know before it even 

starts that Tobias‘ journey will bring healing to Tobit, salvation and marriage to Sarah, and 

prosperity to all through a successful collection of money. All will be well.   

 

Conclusion 

The Book of Tobit is replete with travel positively conveyed.  Not only does the plot 

hinge on the journey motif but journey language is embedded throughout the narrative with 

unnecessary abundance.  Furthermore, those who view travel as dangerous are readily dismissed; 

their fears are unfounded.  To travel is to prosper. 

I often think that the stories in the Bible start out in a relatively secular environment and 

then they are spun to ask ―Where is God in this story?‖ Only after the fact do the authors insert 

theological reflection into the tale.  (We see a similar move in the various recessions of Esther, 

for example.) So if I have successfully argued that at least one of the early agendas of this tale is 

to promote travel, then we might wonder what the context was that prompted such an agenda.  

Several possibilities present themselves.  Perhaps the economy had failed and people had to 

travel in order to send money home to their families; the promise of wealth calmed the turmoil in 

the family.  This is a possible scenario given the emphasis of wisdom literature on family 

strength and identity.  Perhaps the book was simply the result of a traveling salesman spinning a 
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tale to convince his wife to stop complaining that he was never home; this seems more plausible 

when we note that Anna is harshly rebuked when she expresses her fears for her son.  Perhaps 

the story is meant to reassure those who had to travel because of political issues—exiles—that 

they can make lemonade and prosper in spite of their displacement.  Or perhaps it was a 

justification for a transient, nomadic life.  When we place these possibilities within the historical 

context—between 225 and 175 B.C.E. —we might surmise that travel had become the not-yet-

acceptable activity of wealthy Jews influenced by their Greek neighbors.  
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