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Preface

In accordance with the general character of the Readings series
this commentary records my personal perception of the book of
Job. There are no notes: the views of other scholars where I differ
from them are occasionally referred to in the text, but not there
named. Detailed accounts of the innumerable variety of inter-
pretations that have been proposed would have increased the
length of this commentary out of all proportion and would have
tended to confuse the reader while making clarity of exposition
difficult to achieve. Needless to say I have made constant use of
what have seemed to me to be the most important commentaries
and special studies on the book of Job; the details of these will be
found in the bibliography.

The Hebrew in which the poetry of Job is composed is very
strange and unlike that of any other Old Testament book. This is
particularly true of the vocabulary, which includes a large
proportion of words that occur only in this book and whose
meaning is consequently debatable. This circumstance is one of
the causes of the above-mentioned diversity of interpretations.
The series does not require a new translation, and I have taken
the New Revised Standard Version as the basic text while indi-
cating my disagreement when this has seemed desirable.

The division of some parts of the Old Testament books into
chapters and verses in modern versions is not always identical
with that of the standard Hebrew text. In the book of Job there
is only one passage where the two differ: 41.1-34 in NRSV and
other modern versions correspond to 40.25—-41.26 in the Hebrew.
In this commentary I have followed the English rather than the
Hebrew numeration both with regard to this passage and also in
references to other Old Testament passages; readers of the
Hebrew will be able to make the necessary adjustments for
themselves.






Introduction

Job as Narrative

It is important to realize that the book of Job is a narrative. That
is, it is arranged as a chronological account of a series of events.
Formally it is a mixture of prose and poetry, as is the Pentateuch.
But unlike the Pentateuch it is an entirely fictional story. It tells
of the experiences of an exceptionally blameless and pious indi-
vidual who was also a very wealthy and prosperous one, and how
he was struck down as the result of an argument in heaven
between God and a subordinate heavenly being, the Satan, losing
his wealth, his family, his health and his self-respect and social
status. At first he humbly accepts these afflictions on the grounds
that God, who both gives and takes back human life, is entitled
to do whatever seems good to him and still deserves to be praised
and worshipped. After a period of reflection, however, and after
three friends have come to visit and to comfort him, he begins to
complain bitterly about his misfortunes, cursing the day when
he was born. The three friends then in turn make their comments
on his situation in a series of speeches in which there is more of
accusation than of sympathy, and Job replies to each of their
speeches in turn, defending his innocence of any sin that would
deserve such divine punishment and accusing God of injustice and
hostility towards him.

Another person, Elihu, then appears and makes his contribu-
tion to the discussion. He is angry with Job for his assumption of
innocence, but also with the friends for accusing Job without
being able to produce any evidence against him. He speaks
mainly in defence of God.

The story then takes a new turn. God manifests himself to Job
and addresses him directly—a confrontation for which Job had
constantly appealed, demanding that God should explain his
conduct towards him and recognize his innocence. But in fact
when he speaks, God makes no allusion whatever to Job’s predic-
ament, and indeed makes very little reference to human beings
and their fate. Rather, he speaks of his own power as creator and
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maintainer of the world, and in particular of his care for the wild
animals that live entirely outside the human sphere. All this
discourse is apparently quite irrelevant to everything that has
gone before. Job, however, is deeply impressed by God’s appear-
ance and by his words, and submits himself to him. Finally God
does take notice of what has been happening: he rebukes the
friends for not speaking rightly of him (that is, of God), and
praises Job for doing so. He then restores Job’s wealth, giving
him twice as much as he had had before, and gives him a new
family, a long life and many descendants.

This, then, is a complete narrative with a beginning, a compli-
cation and a conclusion that recalls the beginning, leaving Job a
happy and prosperous man as he had been before.

The story is ostensibly a simple one: Job, an exemplary man,
passed a test imposed by God to discover whether his piety was
genuine. He was made to suffer and protested against God’s
treatment of him, but was eventually restored to his former
state of prosperity and wellbeing. Many modern critics, however,
have found the book as it now stands to be profoundly unsatis-
factory, full of incongruities and inconsistencies, and have ques-
tioned its literary integrity. These questions will be examined in
the following pages.

It is clear that this story was not told simply to provide enter-
tainment. It was intended to provoke thought. It has often been
supposed that its main concern is with the so-called ‘problem of
suffering’. But this is plainly an inadequate explanation. The
experiences of Job have manifestly been used as a peg on which
the author has hung a series of discussions on theological themes
of the most profound and wide-ranging kind concerning the
nature of God, the nature of man and the relationship between
God and man. The dialogues, which occupy the major part of
the book, are not, however, purely academic exercises: they are
highly polemical, and deal with matters of crucial importance
for human existence. Job and his friends are made to represent
respectively two very different understandings of God’s treat-
ment of his human creatures, and also of the human capacity to
comprehend the divine nature. It is evident that behind these
dialogues lies a real controversy to which the author of the book
has made a decisive contribution. The central character, Job, is
not precisely his mouthpiece; he is nevertheless made to chal-
lenge a fundamental belief about God that had been taken for
granted in Israel: that, as the supreme arbiter of human destiny,
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God deals with his human creatures precisely as they deserve.
This belief is already questioned in the Prologue at the begin-
ning of the book. But the dialogue that follows provides no defin-
itive answer to the question, and, in the speeches that the author
puts into the mouth of God at the conclusion of the dialogue, he
sets the matter in an entirely different light: he argues, by
implication, that human concerns are absurdly petty when set
against God’s universal sovereignty over the universe. Finally
in the Epilogue he reinforces this lesson: he returns to Job, who
has now learned his lesson (42.1-6), and the book ends with a
further demonstration of God’s freedom to behave precisely as
he chooses towards his human creatures.

These questions, then, are discussed in every part of the book:
it manifests a unity of theme as well as a single ‘story line’. But
does it also express a single point of view? Or is it a collection of
disparate pieces by different writers, who may or may not have
been contemporaries, that have been attached to the legendary
figure of Job in order to put forward their own quite different
theological views? In other words, are there no grounds for
attributing the book to a single author? In order to determine this
question it is necessary to assess each part of the book and to
examine the relationship of each part to the others in the context
of the structure of the book as a whole.

The Prologue (chs. 1-2)

The fact that the book begins in prose but continues in poetical
form should occasion no question as regards unity of authorship.
Prose is the most appropriate form for narrative: nothing in the
Old Testament suggests that ancient Israel knew a tradition of
epic poetry. It is equally appropriate that the remainder of the
book, apart from the continuation and conclusion of the narra-
tive in the Epilogue, should be in poetical form, for poetry is
more suitable than prose for the expression of complex emotional
scenes. This arrangement—the encapsulation of an extended
poem within a prose narrative—is by no means a unique phenom-
enon in ancient Near Eastern literature.

The Prologue, an example of impeccable classical Hebrew
prose style, has the character of a folk-tale. It has only three
principal characters, and in each scene only two of these are
involved: Yahweh and the Satan (1.6-12; 2.1-8), the messenger
and Job (1.13-19), Job and his wife (2.9-10). Some scenes (the
conversations between Yahweh and the Satan) are repeated with
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appropriate variations, and there is also much repetition of
phraseology and description (1.6-8 and 2.1-3; the four disasters
of 1.13-19). Certain numbers are repeated (seven, 1.2, 3; 2.13;
three, 1.2, 4, 17; 2.11). The story is one in which people are
depicted in absolute terms: Job is faultless; his wife’s brief inter-
vention is dismissed as stupid; the Satan is a schemer and a
tempter. Only God’s character is ambiguous. The plot, too, is
conceived in absolute terms: the sudden and improbable reversal
of Job’s fortunes from unheard of wealth and prosperity to utter
poverty and misery, and, in the Epilogue, back again to even
greater wealth and prosperity.

But the folk-tale genre is not to be taken as indicating that
the Prologue is the product of an earlier, simpler age than is the
rest of the book. There are indications that it is a pastiche: a
relatively late composition incorporating features that merely
purport to come from an earlier period. The most obvious of
these features is the portrayal of Job’s ‘patriarchal’ way of life
(1.1-3). The statement in 1.3 that Job’s great wealth consisted of
vast flocks and herds bears a remarkable resemblance to what
is said in Genesis of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (e.g., Gen. 12.16;
13.2; 14.14; 24.35; 26.12-13; 36.7). This suggests that these
verses of Job have been deliberately modelled on the Genesis
stories; the way of life of Job described in Job 29 also has ‘patri-
archal’ features.

It is clear that in its present form—if, indeed, there ever was an
earlier form, a matter that is open to doubt—the Prologue is
closely related to the poetical dialogue that follows it. Without it
the dialogue would be incomprehensible. The Prologue sets the
scene for the dialogue, introducing the central character, Job,
describes his situation and tells of the arrival of Job’s three friends
whose dialogue with Job is to form the substance of the following
chapters. The Prologue is thus an essential part of the book: it
provides the readers with the information they need. Whether
the author of the dialogue composed the Prologue on the basis of
an already existing story or used the name of the legendary Job
(cf. Ezek. 14.14) to attach to it an entirely original piece of fiction
is immaterial for the understanding of the book.

That Prologue and Epilogue—the two parts of the book
composed in narrative prose—are closely related, and that the
latter is in some sense the completion of the former may be
accepted in general terms. However, their relationship is not
entirely straightforward. This is not simply the case of a
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single narrative split into two to accommodate a substantial
interpolation: the two parts cannot be joined together to form a
complete story. Nor could this supposed story have ever been
independent of the rest of the book. Its plot is incomplete. The
Prologue ends (2.13) with the three friends sitting silently on
the ground; no word has yet been spoken, either by them to Job
or by Job to them. Nor has God spoken to Job. But the Epilogue
begins (42.7-9) with a reference to words spoken by God to Job
and also to words spoken about God, both by Job and the friends.
The Epilogue thus presupposes either chs. 3—41 as they stand
now or some other account of words spoken by God, Job and the
friends that has been omitted at some stage from the book. Of
these two possibilities the former is the more plausible. Just as
the Prologue and Epilogue together presuppose the dialogue
and the speeches by Yahweh, so the Epilogue presupposes the
Prologue. It is not possible to envisage the one part of the book
without the other.

Yahweh and the Satan

It has frequently been alleged that the two scenes in which the
Satan figures (1.6-12; 2.1-8) have been interpolated into an
original version of the Prologue that lacked them. But the omis-
sion of these two episodes would leave simply a story (Prologue
plus Epilogue) about a wealthy and pious man who was afflicted
by terrible misfortunes that destroyed his family, his wealth
and his health, but on whom God later took pity, restoring to
him everything that he had lost and more. This would be a
pointless story devoid of dramatic interest. The episodes with
the Satan provide all that the story has to offer of narrative
interest. The fascinating glimpses into events in the heavenly
sphere and of decisions made there, alternating with corre-
sponding events on earth, could hardly fail to arouse the interest
of the readers. Above all, it is only in the episodes with the
Satan that the question is raised that gives point not only to the
prose story but also to the whole book: ‘Does Job fear God for
nothing?’

Another feature of these episodes that affects the interpreta-
tion of the whole book is their dramatic irony: the fact that Job
is unaware of what the reader knows, that is, the reason for his
suffering. This not only stimulates the interest of the reader but
also heightens the pathos of Job’s struggle for an explanation of
his predicament in the dialogue chapters.
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The chief reason put forward for the view that these Satan
episodes are interpolated is not stylistic: the same classical
prose style prevails throughout the Prologue. It is rather that
the Satan never appears again, either in the Epilogue or else-
where in the book. His only part in the events is to initiate and
set them in motion. This fading of the Satan from the scene after
ch. 2, it is alleged, is difficult to account for in terms of the
unitary authorship of the book as a whole. However, it is diffi-
cult to envisage what would have been the shape of the book if
the Satan had continued to be a character in it. It would certainly
have been very different, probably involving some kind of
dualism, with the crucial question about the nature of God
marginalized. In fact, the other references to the Satan in the
Old Testament are so few and so brief that such a role can hardly
be meaningfully discussed. It would seem probable that the
introduction of the Satan into the Prologue was made simply to
account (for the benefit of the readers) for God’s action in permit-
ting Job’s misfortunes. That role performed, there was no reason
why he should be mentioned further.

It has also been argued that the very introduction of the
figure of the Satan is proof that these episodes are a late inter-
polation into the Prologue. This argument is hardly a convincing
one in view of the fact that there is no scholarly agreement
about the earliest appearance of this figure in the Israelite reli-
gious tradition. In fact, it would be equally possible to argue for
an early date for these episodes: the concept of a heavenly court
where subordinate heavenly beings, sometimes called ‘sons of
God’ as here, participate in the making or implementation of
divine decisions about events on earth could be taken to be an
indication of an early rather than a late date. This concept is at
home in the religious world of the ancient Near East and is
found in a number of Old Testament passages that are prob-
ably to be dated relatively early. These contrary indications
suggest that it would be unwise to take either of these two
features—the Satan and the heavenly court—as a true reflec-
tion of the author’s own religious beliefs and so as evidence for
the date of the passages in question. A late writer wishing to
pose as an ancient one could well have deliberately introduced
the anachronism of a heavenly court into his narrative while
also making use for the sake of his plot of the somewhat
different figure of the Satan. The fact that the Satan plays no
further part in the book may suggest that he is simply a literary
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device (a kind of Satanas ex machina?) to set the story in
motion.

A further point in favour of the originality of the scenes in
which the Satan appears is that apart from them there would be
no account in the book of Job’s second affliction, the loathsome
disease. It is specifically stated in 2.7 that this was the work of
the Satan. Yet that Job did suffer from such a disease is presup-
posed in the dialogue (e.g., 7.5; 30.17). Job’s despair and longing
for death are also easier to account for if he was suffering from
such a disease.

The Prologue as a Whole

As has been indicated above, the Prologue is no simple folk-tale.
It raises important theological questions that will be discussed
in the dialogue between Job and the friends that follows. These
mainly concern the nature of God and his relationship to his
human creatures, but also the imperfect nature of man. The
question of the universality of God’s rule is raised in the Prologue,
though only obliquely, by the fact that Job is evidently not an
Israelite. Although he seems to possess all the virtues and so
could stand as a model of an ideal Israelite, he is a resident of
the land of Uz. This statement in 1.1 is more significant than
might be supposed. It is not merely incidental to the story, and
would not have escaped the attention of the first, Israelite,
readers.

It is made clear in 1.1 that the antecedents of Job are obscure.
The complete absence of any indication of his tribe, or even the
name of his father, is an almost unique feature in Hebrew narra-
tive: we may compare, for example, 1 Sam. 1.1, where a some-
what similar story in the manner of a folk-tale begins with a
most elaborate notice of the provenance and family descent of
the protagonist Elkanah. The location of the land of Uz was
probably as obscure to the original readers of the book of Job as
it is to modern readers: it will have suggested to them a remote,
mysterious region, if indeed it existed at all, and would have
indicated that what followed would be a tale of the imagination
despite its matter-of-fact beginning. Wherever Uz was located it
was not in Israel. The fact that nothing is said that could suggest
any particular historical circumstances also added to the impres-
sion that Job was not an Israelite, and the clearly non-Israelite
provenance of the three friends (2.11) further supports this
impression. It is therefore clear that, whether or not he is called
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by his name Yahweh (as he is in the Prologue and Epilogue and
the speeches by Yahweh but not elsewhere in the book) God is
presented as the sole deity, who is yet also concerned with all his
human creatures. The characteristic particularism of the main
Old Testament tradition is, as it is also in the wisdom books
Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, entirely lacking.

The Prologue: Themes

It was not, however, the primary intention of the author of the
Prologue or of the rest of the book to teach the universal nature
of God. This was evidently taken for granted. The Prologue intro-
duces the reader to other issues.

The first scene with the Satan introduces a crucial issue that
will continue to be debated throughout the book: that of theodicy.
Yahweh is here depicted as a God who—whether by personal
observation or through his agents—keeps watch over the behav-
iour of human beings: a watch so meticulous that he is able to
inform the Satan that Job’s perfect qualities are unparalleled
(1.8). But the Satan raises the question of a connection between
Job’s wealth and his piety. Is one of these the cause of the other?
The Satan suggests that Job’s piety is not genuine but condi-
tional on Yahweh’s continuing to confer worldly goods on him. So
Yahweh allows himself to be tempted by the Satan to permit him
to make a test. But in fact it is obvious to the reader that this is
as much a test of Yahweh as of Job. If even the ostensibly perfect
Job fails the test, this means that no true, disinterested fear of
God exists in the world; and if this is so, Yahweh’s entire plan for
humanity falls to the ground and is revealed as worthless.

In the event Job passes not only the first test but also a second,
more demanding one. His piety is thus shown to be genuine: it
has nothing to do with his wealth, but is based on a simple faith
in God as the one who in his sovereign freedom can—and is justi-
fied in doing so—take away from human beings those gifts that
he has previously given them just as he pleases, even without a
sufficient reason (1.21; 2.10).

Job’s acceptance of this would appear to exonerate God. Can
this kind of theology be reconciled with the rest of the book? Of
course in the dialogue (chs. 3-31) Job adopts a radically different
attitude and accuses God of injustice; but it is not in the dialogue
that the author’s theology is to be found. Rather, the author’s
own position is expounded in the words that he gives Yahweh to
speak when he brings him on to the scene (chs. 38—41). This is
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very much in line with the theology implied in the Prologue,
where Job asserts that it is not for human beings to question
God’s actions. And when in 42.2-6 Job, after listening to Yahweh’s
exposition of his sublime and mysterious activities, makes his
submission to him, he has returned to his original position;
his recognition of God’s right to treat human beings as he
pleases has actually been strengthened by what he has discov-
ered about him and about his own ignorance.

The Dialogue (chs. 3-31)

The dialogue between Job and his friends is often described as
comprising three rounds of speeches in which Job replies to each
speech of each of the friends in turn. This description, however,
does not adequately represent the actual sequence of the speeches,
nor does it set the dialogue in its proper setting. In fact the
dialogue is set in motion not by one of the friends but by Job
himself (ch. 3). Thus the first speech by Eliphaz is a reply to
Job’s soliloquy. Eliphaz’s opening words are addressed not to the
patient Job but to a ‘new’ impatient and desperate Job who has
cursed the day of his birth and who wishes that he had never
been born (4.5).

The series thus inaugurated continues with a succession of
speeches, first by Job to Eliphaz (chs. 6-7) and then alterna-
tively between each friend and Job until from ch. 25 it peters out
with a third very short speech by Bildad (25.1-6) and no third
speech by Zophar at all. A further speech by Job follows in ch. 26,
clearly addressed to Bildad alone (note the second person singular
address in 26.2-4); but then Job continues to speak in a separate
speech in ch. 27 in which he addresses the three friends as a
group (plural verbs in 27.5, 11, 12). But this is not the end of the
speeches: Job still continues to speak uninterruptedly, presum-
ably still addressing the friends, until the end of ch. 31, at which
point (31.40) it is stated that his words have come to an end. This
uninterrupted speech must be taken to include ch. 28, which is
often considered to be a later addition to the book (see below),
since there is nothing in the text to indicate a change of speaker.
Similarly chs. 29-31, in which Job speaks of his past and present
situations and then makes a detailed declaration of his inno-
cence, are clearly intended to be taken as addressed to the
friends.

The main topic of discussion in the debate (chs. 3-31) is whether
God rewards human beings exactly according to their deserts.
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The author’s own position on this point is made clear by the
prominence that he gives to the speeches of Job. These taken
together amount to 20 whole chapters (513 verses), while
Eliphaz’s speeches account only for four chapters (113 verses),
Bildad’s three (49 verses) and Zophar’s two (also 49 verses).

If Job’s speeches express the author’s own point of view, we
must ask what is the function of the speeches of the friends.
Must we conclude that their arguments are to be regarded from
the author’s point of view as simply erroneous and futile? Are
the friends, in other words, no more than dummies set up only to
be knocked down? This can hardly be the case. They are obvi-
ously essential to the literary form that the author has chosen
for his book: the dialogue form. No doubt the author might have
chosen a different way of expressing his views. An example of
such an alternative method is to be found in the Old Testament
in the book of Ecclesiastes (Qoheleth). There the author speaks
directly to the reader in his own person, setting forth his argu-
ments in a single uninterrupted discourse. The questions with
which he deals are to a large extent the same as those raised in
the book of Job, and his views about them are sufficiently similar
to distinguish these two books as unique in the Old Testament.
Like the author of Job, Qoheleth frequently alludes, though in
an indirect manner, to other views prevailing in his time that it
is his purpose to refute. But he expresses his opinions coldly and
dispassionately in the manner of a schoolmaster or lecturer. The
author of Job, on the contrary, is all passion. In their speeches
his characters, in expounding their respective views, give vent to
a whole range of passionate feelings against one another: resent-
ment, anger, hostility, irony, contempt. In this way their various
viewpoints come vividly to life. These are no opponents in a
purely academic debate. It is easy to imagine—though we have
no proof of this—that live debates of this kind may actually
have taken place in the time of the author of the book. At any
rate, the debate or dialogue form that is the central feature of
the book was effective as a way of arousing a lively interest in
the issues concerned.

But the principal function of the friends’ speeches is to restate
a traditional understanding of the nature of God, and one that
would have been held by many, if not most, of the first readers
of the book, and taken for granted as a fundamental principle
on which their lives had always been based and on which they
had thought that they could rely: that God is a just God, who is
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concerned with the lives of ordinary individual human beings
and who always rewards the righteous and punishes the wicked.
The readers would recognize in the speeches of the friends the
expression of this familiar, fundamental doctrine. These
speeches, then, were intended to be taken seriously by the readers
as statements of what they had always believed. This belief had,
however, already been called into question by the scenes in
heaven, which depicted God as inflicting misery and suffering
on a paragon of righteousness in the person of Job. Now, in the
dialogue, this questioning is carried further. Here the readers
encounter this same innocent but wretched person no longer
quietly accepting his fate but inveighing bitterly against his
treatment. Seen in this context the friends’ speeches in God’s
defence, spoken in ignorance of the events described in the
Prologue, appear overwhelmed by the testimony of the speeches
of Job, who appeals, apparently in vain, against his treatment.
At this stage in the book God is apparently inaccessible and not
to be moved by Job’s desperate appeal.

Chapter 3, with which the dialogue begins, was clearly designed
to excite the compassion of the reader. It begins with a curse; but
it is not God whom Job curses, as had been predicted by the Satan
(1.11; 2.5) and urged by Job’s wife (2.9). Although in his speeches
Job attacks God and regards him as his enemy, he never commits
the terrible sin of cursing him. Rather, he expresses his utter
despair by cursing the fact that he was born. He desires death
rather than the continuation of his wretched life. Such a desire
for death is extremely rare in the Old Testament. That Job has
been driven to this extreme is an indication of the hopelessness
into which God has driven him.

The surprising transformation of the silent, resigned and
wholly acquiescent Job of the Prologue, who simply recognized
God’s right to take away all that had made his life worthwhile
and continued to offer praise to him, into the outspoken Job of
the dialogue who defiantly proclaims his innocence and rails
against God as the author of his misery can, in terms of the
narrative sequence, be accounted for by the considerable but
unspecified interval between the infliction of his disease and his
words beginning with ch. 3. There was evidently time for the
friends to hear of his affliction and to arrive from their distant
homes (2.11), and then a further period of seven days and nights
during which they all sat together in silence (2.13). It was ‘after
this’ (3.1) that Job began to speak. A psychological explanation
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of Job’s transformation is therefore possible: the author may
have intended this interval of time to be seen as having given
Job the opportunity to reflect on his situation. The immediate
shock caused by the successive blows that he had received had
prompted an ‘automatic’ response: Job’s initial reactions were
those that came naturally to him as a sincere believer who
trusted God in all things; but when he came to consider the
matter more deeply he realized that the suddenness and inten-
sity of the calamities that had fallen on him made this auto-
matic response inadequate. He began to think that God must
have singled him out with malicious intent, behaving in a way
that was completely at variance with the traditional belief in
his justice.

The author, however, does not even hint at Job’s thoughts
during that interval. The change in Job’s attitude towards God
comes with as devastating suddenness as had the calamities
themselves. It undoubtedly came as a shock to the readers.

Chapter 28

This chapter is regarded by many modern scholars as an interpo-
lation. In order to consider that view it is first necessary to pay
regard to its position in its present context. The dialogue with
the friends ends, properly speaking, with ch. 26, in which Job
replies to the final speech spoken by a friend (Bildad) in ch. 25.
But there is no textual indication that the dialogue has come to
an end, except that in ch. 27 Job addresses all the friends
together, and that ch. 27 is prefaced by a new heading: ‘And Job
again took up his discourse (m°salo) and said...’ This heading is
exactly repeated at the beginning of ch. 29. It should also be
noted that only in these two verses in the book are Job’s words
described as a masal. Since neither ch. 28 nor ch. 30 (or ch. 31) is
provided with a separate heading, it appears that the author
intended chs. 27-28 and 29-31 respectively to be understood as
constituting two distinct speeches.

Chapter 28, then, is presented in the text as the continuation
of ch. 27, and thus as addressed, like ch. 27, to all the friends,
although the friends are not specifically named in it. The view
that ch. 28 is a quite distinct entity that was subsequently
incorporated into the original book is based not on the sequence
of the speeches presented in the text but on other grounds: that
its contents bear no relation to what precedes or to the content
of the book as a whole. On the other hand, ch. 27, to which it is
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clearly intended to be linked, presents problems of its own.
(At least 27.13-23 unaccountably express views that are virtu-
ally identical with those of the friends, but contrary to those of
Job; and it has been widely supposed that this chapter, or a
large part of it, is in fact the ‘lost’ third speech of Zophar, which
has been misplaced.) These problems, however, do not directly
affect the assessment of ch. 28. The argument against its origi-
nality is principally that it cannot be the original continuation
of ch. 27 because of its theme. It is a quiet, reasoned and imper-
sonal academic discussion of wisdom and its inaccessibility to
human beings; wisdom is depicted as an ‘object’ whose ‘loca-
tion’ is known only to God. This, it is alleged, is a theme that
has no relevance to the dispute between Job and his friends. It
is urged that the chapteris a well-structured and self-contained
literary unity, a literary ‘set piece’ that would be more at home
with the discourses about a personified Wisdom in Proverbs
1-9 than in its present position in the book of Job. (An alter-
native theory is that it has somehow been misplaced and
would be more appropriately situated after the speeches by
Yahweh.)

The claim that ch. 28 as a treatise on the nature of wisdom is
irrelevant to the preceding debate betrays a misunderstanding
of the nature of that debate. The fact that the root hkm occurs
some 24 times in the book apart from ch. 28 is itself sufficient
to suggest that there is a connection between that chapter and
the rest of the book; and this is confirmed by an analysis of the
contexts in which wisdom is mentioned in the dialogue. Indeed,
it may be claimed that in a real sense the question of wisdom is
the main issue of the dialogue. The dialogue is a dispute about
who is in the right—that is, about who among the disputants
possesses wisdom. All the disputants claim either specifically
or by implication to possess superior knowledge; Job in particular
specifically disputes the wisdom of the friends and mocks their
pretensions to possess it (12.12; 13.5; 17.10; 26.3). There is also
a dispute about the claim that the aged have a monopoly of
wisdom; this is asserted by Eliphaz (15.10) but denied by Job
(12.12) and by Elihu, who maintains that, on the contrary, the
young are wiser than the old and that that gives him, as a
young man, the right to speak (32.6-11, 16-18). Eliphaz makes
an opposite claim: he maintains that the truly authoritative
wisdom is that of the wise men of old, and claims that his own
opinions are based on that traditional wisdom.
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Beyond these disputes as to who among the disputants
possesses wisdom there is a more fundamental discussion in the
dialogue about the source and the nature of wisdom. Despite
their personal claims to it, all agree that in some more funda-
mental sense only God possesses wisdom: so Job (9.4; 12.13),
while Eliphaz asserts (4.21) that mortal men all die without
attaining it, and taunts Job by enquiring ironically whether he
has been uniquely privileged to hear what is spoken in God’s
council (s6d), so becoming the only person to share in God’s wisdom.
This question, whether wisdom is ever attainable by human
beings, is precisely the theme of ch. 28, which asserts that wisdom
is in fact the sole prerogative of God.

The theme of wisdom also provides a link between ch. 28 and
the speeches of Elihu (chs. 32—37), who has much to say on the
subject. Elihu claims to possess superior wisdom (ch. 32) and
maintains that God himself teaches it to human beings (35.11).
(87.24 is a disputed verse; it may mean that God will not recog-
nize the wisdom of those who claim to possess it.)

There is also a thematic link between ch. 28 and the speeches
of Yahweh (chs. 38-41). In his speeches God’s rehearsal of his
acts of creation, which are incomprehensible to his human crea-
tures and cannot be matched by them, constitutes an assertion
that he alone possesses wisdom, even though the word hokma
itself occurs only once in these chapters, when he ironically
demands who in his wisdom can count the clouds (38.37). Yahweh'’s
speeches are thus an illustration of the fact, adumbrated in the
dialogue but fully expressed in ch. 28, that wisdom is God’s
sole prerogative. It is, then, clear that the question of wisdom and
the possession of wisdom is a major topic linking dialogue, ch. 28
and the Yahweh speeches.

A further argument that has been employed against the autho-
rial authenticity of ch. 28 is that it interrupts the flow of discourse
between the dialogue and Job’s final speech in chs. 29-31 while
contributing nothing to the argument. With regard to the imme-
diate context—specifically the relationship of ch. 28 with ch. 27—
there is some reason to suppose that at least one common topic
links them together. Reference is made in 27.16-17 to the accu-
mulation of wealth by the wicked: they ‘heap up silver like dust’,
but their wealth will be taken from them and given to the inno-
cent. It may be significant that ch. 28 begins with a reference to
the acquisition—though in a different sense—of silver (and other
precious objects). In 28.1-11 the mining of these precious objects
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is described. The same word ‘dust’ (‘@par) employed in 27.16
occurs again here twice, in vv. 2 and 6. Since it is the purpose of
28.1-11 to emphasize the ingenuity of human technology and the
lengths to which men will go to acquire these sources of wealth,
only to point out in vv. 14-19 that the most precious treasure of
all, namely wisdom, is the one thing that they cannot obtain, this
may be seen as a comment on the futility of those who, like the
wicked of ch. 27, value material wealth above all else.

There are also further points of contact between ch. 28 and the
Yahweh speeches and between that chapter and the speeches of
Elihu. In 28.24-27 there is a list of certain creative acts of God:
the weighing of the wind, the apportioning of the waters and the
creation of the rain and the thunder. Such passages about God’s
creation of and control over the natural phenomena are in fact
scattered throughout the book. They appear in the dialogue
(9.8-9;12.15,22;26.7-13) and also in the Elihu speeches (36.27-33;
37.2-24). They are a principal theme of the Yahweh speeches,
where there are references to God’s measuring of the earth (38.5),
his setting of a limit to the sea (38.10), his creation of the rain
and the thunder (38.25, 35). All these passages belong to a
specific wisdom genre of which the wisdom poem of Prov. 8.22-31
is an outstanding example. In Job the creation passage in ch. 28
stands especially close to ch. 38. In one sense all of these earlier
passages, including ch. 28, can be seen as anticipations of the
great Yahweh speeches of chs. 38—41.

Beyond such affinities, some of which could admittedly be
explained as due to the deliberate adaptation of the style and
themes of the work of one writer by another, it is possible to make
out a good case for a positive function of ch. 28 in the context of
the book as a whole. Whatever may have been the original func-
tion of ch. 27, ch. 28 can be seen as Job’s final comment on the
problem of the possession or lack of wisdom that had caused so
much acrimony in the dialogue. Taking up earlier hints in those
chapters that true wisdom resides in God alone, Job now assesses
the matter calmly, dispassionately and at an elevated theolog-
ical level. He shows himself to be already on the way towards
the self-assessment that he will make in ch. 42, when he will at
last have encountered God and listened to God’s account of
himself. He now declares his conclusion, that neither he nor the
friends nor any human being possesses wisdom at all. Wisdom is
the possession of God alone, and human beings, however hard
they try and whatever ingenuity they may display, can never
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attain to it. The concluding verse of the chapter (v. 28) has often
been regarded as an interpolation which contradicts all that the
rest of the chapter is concerned to affirm; however, it may be
argued that, far from contradicting it, v. 28 confirms it. This
verse indicates that much of the previous discussion has been
misguided because it has not distinguished between human and
divine wisdom. It implies that although God, who created the
world by his power and who ‘sees everything under the heavens’
(v. 24), is incomprehensible to human beings and is the only one
to possess the secret of the universe, he has given mankind
another kind of wisdom that is sufficient for them: this consists
of the fear of Yahweh and the rejection of evil.

With this verse we revert to the Job of the Prologue, who, as is
specifically stated in 1.1, possessed this latter kind of wisdom
that has now been defined in 28.28 in that he did fear Yahweh
and turn from evil. Chapter 28, then, it seems, might have been
the original conclusion of the book, since its final verse forms an
inclusio with the first sentence in the book; this is what gives the
view of those who suppose the chapter to have been misplaced
from after the Yahweh speeches some plausibility. But in fact
the story of Job has one more twist: until he has ‘seen God’ and
listened to God’s own words, Job’s ‘conversion’ from what he had
said in the dialogues is still not quite complete. He remains
convinced of his innocence and of the injustice of his treatment
by God, and is still determined to maintain his case. Chapters
29-31 are the expression of this determination.

The Speeches of Elihu (chs. 32-37)

Elihu’s speeches present a greater challenge to the theory of
single authorship of the book than does ch. 28. The arguments
that they are an interpolation are formidable. Elihu is never
mentioned elsewhere in the book, not even in the Epilogue,
where Yahweh speaks of the three friends and ignores his
existence (42.7). Further, it has been argued that Elihu’s argu-
ments add nothing to those presented in the dialogue. Equally
important is the argument that his speeches disrupt the
sequence of events. They occur at the moment when Job has
thrown down his final challenge to God, swearing with an oath
that he is innocent of every sin of which he could be accused
(ch. 31). At this point the reader, now anxious for a conclusion
to the whole affair and avid to know its outcome, would natu-
rally suppose that if ever God was going to appear on the scene
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and bring about the denouement of the plot, this was the
obvious moment for that to occur. But the reader would be
disappointed. Instead of a solution he is confronted by yet
another lengthy discourse, spoken by an interloper whose very
existence he had never suspected, who seems simply to repeat
the preceding arguments for and against Job. This interrup-
tion, which thus delays the denouement, it is argued, is not
only unexpected but intolerably disrupts the flow of events.
These arguments have appeared to many scholars to consti-
tute overwhelming proof that the Elihu chapters did not belong
to the book in its original form.

One matter on which there is general agreement among the
critics is that the Elihu speeches are not an independent composi-
tion unrelated to the theme of the book. Their author shows
himself to be fully aware of Job’s situation, and is especially
familiar with the dialogue section of the book. He refers in some
detail to Job’s previous speeches, especially to his claim to be guilt-
less and to his complaint of God’s treatment of him, often citing
his actual words (e.g., 33.9-11; 34.5-6; 35.2-3); and he also alludes
to the speeches of the friends. His own arguments are often similar
to those already put forward by them. His main substantially new
contribution—though in fact this has already been briefly
mentioned by Eliphaz in 5.17—is his attempt to defend God by
interpreting his punitive actions as educative: as warnings
intended to frighten human beings into righteous behaviour.

In fact it can be argued that Elihu’s theology is more distinc-
tive than it at first appears to be. It can also be argued that his
intervention does not weaken the dramatic sequence by inter-
rupting it: that the author has deliberately retarded the denoue-
ment in order to leave the reader in suspense—a device familiar
to readers of fiction. It can even be maintained that his words
mark an essential stage in the drama: that Elihu, whose name—
‘My God is He’—is, as it were, a forerunner of the God who reveals
his true nature in chs. 38-41, as well as supplying a corrective to
the academic arguments of the friends. Elihu claims that his
own wisdom is derived directly from God himself (32.8) rather
than from the conventional theology of the friends.

As has long been observed, as Elihu’s speeches proceed the
accent is laid less and less on Job’s sufferings and more and more
on the majesty of God, so that by ch. 37 he is already speaking in
language that is almost identical with the words spoken by God
himself in chs. 38—41. The fact, too, that he is the only human
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speaker who is permitted to speak at great length with no
interruptions either from Job or the friends suggests that he was
regarded as making a substantial contribution to the debate.

Elihu is perhaps best seen as a transitional figure who quite
properly disappears once his role has been played out—a coun-
terpart to that other figure, the Satan, for whom also there was
no further role in the author’s scheme. The lack of reference to
Elihu in the Epilogue, when the friends reappear to be casti-
gated by Yahweh, may be thought strange; but the final chapter
ought not to be thought of as a complete round up of the ‘cast’ as
at the end of a theatrical performance: it has the limited function
of concluding the story of Job with an account of his rehabilita-
tion, together with an act of divine mercy towards those who have
erred by refusing to believe in Job’s innocence and so speaking
wrongly about God; and in that design Elihu, the spokesman for
God, had no role to play.

The arguments for and against the Elihu speeches as an inte-
gral part of the book have each their own plausibility; but inas-
much as the onus of proof lies upon the proponents of a negative
judgment, it may be concluded that their case is not proven.

Yahweh’s Speeches (38.1-39.30; 40.6-41.34)
These two speeches comprise Yahweh’s answer to Job, who had
made his final appeal to him in ch. 31. On reading 38.1, ‘Then
Yahweh answered Job from the whirlwind’, the reader would no
doubt suppose that Yahweh had come down to earth from his
heavenly dwelling in order to accept Job’s plea of innocence and to
account for his own treatment of him. But on reading further he
would receive a shock, for in his very first words Yahweh accuses
Job of speaking without knowledge and so of obscuring his ‘design’
(‘esd),probably meaning his way of operating in the universe.
Throughout these two speeches Yahweh never alludes to Job’s
situation or to his claim to be guiltless. Instead, he demands that
Job should answer a series of questions. The questions that he
asks appear to have nothing whatever to do with the concerns
that have been central to the book up to this point. Even more
astonishing is the fact that he does not speak about human beings
and their concerns at all. Rather, his questions are about the
‘design’ or ‘plan’ to which he has referred in v. 2—his governance of
the world. Their relevance to human concerns can only be
surmised; Elihu already gave a hint of this when he drew Job’s
attention away from the problem of Job’s troubles towards a
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contemplation of God’s majesty and incomprehensibility to
mankind, urging him to ‘stop’ (“mad), listen and ‘consider the
wondrous works of God’ (37.14).

Yahweh’s speeches are an example of irony on a large scale.
The intention of the author here was clearly to demonstrate the
utter insignificance of human beings in God’s sight. It seems that
the human concern for divine justice is after all of no importance
to God, as if it is not worthy of his attention. There could hardly
be a greater reversal in literature of the reader’s expectations; but
the theological significance of what Yahweh has to say can scarcely
be missed. Significantly, these speeches of Yahweh express a
theology that comes close to the teaching of Ecclesiastes.

The fact that Yahweh’s reply to Job is delivered not in a single
speech but in two has led some interpreters to suppose that one
of them is not part of the original version of the book. In fact
they complement one another. Although each is prefaced with an
identical statement (38.1; 40.6), the second speech, which consists
mainly of descriptions of the two monstrous creatures, Behemoth
and Leviathan—whether these are to be seen as real creatures or
in mythological terms is not relevant in this connection—consti-
tutes the continuation and climax of the catalogue of created
creatures (the wild ass, the ostrich, the horse and the hawk and
so on) with which the first speech concludes (39.5-30). Between
these two parts of the catalogue there is an interlude (40.1-14)
consisting of an address to Job and a reply by Job, before Yahweh
resumes his interrogation. If these chapters do contain an interpo-
lation it is more likely to be 40.1-14, in which Yahweh ironically
invites Job to assume his own powers and punish the wicked,
though the authenticity of that passage also can be defended.

Job’s Replies to Yahweh (40.4-5; 42.2-6)

Job’s reaction to Yahweh’s words evolves gradually in two stages.
In 40.4-5, in answer to the great series of rhetorical questions
that Yahweh has posed in order to demonstrate that as a mere
human being Job is powerless and insignificant, Job admits that
this is so: ‘I am of no importance’ (qalloti). He has in the past
tried to dispute with God (he has been, in God’s words, a rob
im-Sadday), but he now finds that he is unable to do so: there is
no reply that he can make. God has overwhelmed him; yet at this
stage it is not stated that he has abandoned his demand for
vindication: he merely says that he will now make no further
attempt to argue with this God of infinite power. Yahweh,
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however, is clearly not satisfied with this reply. In 40.7-8 he
reverses the tables and makes his own one and only complaint
against Job: he accuses him of denying his (God’s) justice (tapér
mispati) and of putting him in the wrong in order to maintain his
own righteousness (tarsi‘eni I°'ma‘an tisdaq).

In 40.9, therefore, Yahweh resumes his ironical interrogation,
once again challenging Job to perform actions that only he can
perform and promising that if Job can do so he will acknowledge
his superiority (vv. 9-14). He faces him with the most awe-in-
spiring monsters that he has created (40.15-41.34). When Job
speaks again (42.2-6) he has quite changed his demeanour,
although God has not used any substantially new arguments to
persuade him to do so. This change in Job, however, should not
take the reader entirely by surprise: it attests the author’s
psychological subtlety. Just as at the beginning of the book the
patient Job of the Prologue had changed after an interval of
reflection to the impatient and quarrelsome Job of the dialogue,
so at the end, again after an opportunity for reflection, the brow-
beaten but unrepentant Job of the first reply to God becomes the
repentant Job of the second.

The reason for Job’s changed attitude in his second reply is
made clear in 42.5, where he speaks of the contrast between
hearing and seeing. By ‘hearing’ he means the traditional teaching
of the sages (deployed by the friends in their speeches), which he
has come to reject as contrary to his own experience. But he now
claims to see Yahweh, and confesses that this ‘sight’ of him has
entirely changed his attitude. (We should probably take the phrase
‘but now my eye sees you’ in the extended sense of ‘seeing’, that is,
seeing with the inward eye, since it is not stated in the text [38.1]
that God made himself literally visible to Job when he spoke to
him from the whirlwind. Nevertheless, this was a genuine
encounter.) Job has now obtained what he had previously longed
for (cf. 19.26). But this ‘vision’ proved to be quite different from
what he had expected: and it is precisely because of this (‘al-ken)
that Job, now completely overwhelmed, declares that he rejects or
revokes (Cem’as, nihamti) all that he had previously spoken.

The Epilogue (42.7-17)

In the Epilogue the prose folk-tale style of the Prologue is
resumed. In a sense, as has been pointed out above, it is to be
seen as the conclusion of the story begun in the Prologue: but it
is more than that: it shows knowledge of the dialogue, if not also
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of Elihu’s speeches and the speeches by Job made subsequent to
the conclusion of the dialogue proper. The unexpected restora-
tion of Job’s fortunes (vv. 10-17) probably also presupposes a
knowledge of the test of the genuineness of Job’s righteousness
that is described in the Satan episodes of 1.6-12 and 2.1-7, though
the Satan does not himself reappear. (It is important to
observe that the Epilogue brings no solution to the universal
problem of human suffering, since God’s treatment of Job in
these verses is evidently entirely exceptional, and it is unrea-
sonable to suppose that the readers would have thought it
possible to draw from the restoration of Job’s fortunes any
parallel with their own expectations from life. Indeed, the book
as a whole offers no solution to this problem.)

Is the Epilogue, then, intended to be no more than a ‘happy
ending’, bringing the story to a close with the appearance of a
deus ex machina—a device in the folk-tale style to relieve the
anxiety of the readers whose sympathies were with Job, and to
reassure them that in the end God proves after all to be just and
that he never intended Job to suffer indefinitely? This can hardly
be the case. The Epilogue, like so much else in the book, has
ironical features that suggest that it is not a simple, straightfor-
ward story. A mere ‘happy ending’ would solve no problems and
would be a very trivial conclusion to a book of such high dramatic
and philosophical character. Readers who were able to appre-
ciate the subtleties of the dialogue and other speeches in the
book would not have been lacking in the ability to discern deeper
meanings lying behind the apparently simple narrative.

There is certainly irony in Yahweh’s treatment of both the
friends and Job in 42.7-8. Their relative situations have been
completely reversed. The friends have treated Job as a sinner
who deserved his punishment, but are now arraigned before God
as being themselves the ones who have sinned, and who need the
intercession of Job, whom God, using again the title that he had
conferred on him in 1.8 and 2.3, designates ‘my servant’—a title
that he had given him because he was ‘blameless and upright,
fearing God and turning away from evil’.

It is by their speech that Yahweh judges both Job and the
friends here: on whether they have spoken about God what was
correct (n°k6na). This shows that the main issue in the book is of
different concepts of God; and this is clearly not simply a theo-
logical question to be discussed dispassionately in an academic
manner. To speak wrongly about God is blasphemy, deserving
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public humiliation (n¢bald, v. 8) that can only be averted by the
prayers of a righteous man and by the offering of propitiatory
sacrifices. This, then, is the crucial issue of the whole book, now
brought to a head: the nature of God and the right way to think
about him. It is not denied here that God has brought suffering
(ra‘a, ‘evil’) on an innocent person: this is openly admitted here
by the narrator (v. 11). The point is that his sovereign will is not
to be questioned.

The text of 42.7, 8 offers no clue to the nature of the friends’
failure to speak rightly about God or of Job’s doing so. But it is
clear that the fault of the friends lay in a false concept of God.
In the dialogue they had frequently attempted to defend God
against the accusations made against him by Job, but they get no
credit for this: they are condemned because they have made the
assumption that God will always punish the wicked and reward
the righteous because he is bound by his very nature to do so,
though he is also bound to heal them if they repent. This is to
deny God’s freedom. That he is not to be thought of as having
justice toward human individuals as his primary concern has
been stated by implication in his own speeches in chs. 3841,
where human beings and their problems are not even mentioned
as part of his activities. He is not to be confined by a priori
concepts of how he must behave.

Job, on the other hand, although he has railed against God
and claimed that he was treated by God as an enemy, has never
doubted God’s freedom. He has not allowed his sense of injus-
tice to shake his trust in God; he has frequently affirmed his
confidence that if only he could meet him face to face he could
justify himself. It is for this reason that Yahweh commends
him. The author, then, tacitly represents Yahweh as approving
Job’s outspokenness; it is not the acquiescent Job of the Prologue
who wins his approval but the Job who had dared to argue
against him.

It is noteworthy that already in 13.7-11 Job had accused the
friends of speaking falsely about God. In his two final replies to
Yahweh he indicates that it is not for mortal beings to make
confident pronouncements about him. This realization, that
God’s mysterious ways are not available for human scrutiny, is
the real lesson of the book. This is a belief very close to that of
the thought of Qoheleth.

These questions about the authorship of the book will not be
further discussed in the body of this commentary. Whether or
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not its various parts were the work of different writers, its
composition cannot have been the result of chance. Those who
gave it its final form knew what they were doing; they perceived
it as having a single theme, though one with many facets—the
nature of God and his relationship to his human creatures.
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An obvious purpose of the Prologue (chs. 1 and 2) is to introduce
the principal characters and to set the scene for the dialogue
that follows. But it would be a mistake to read these chapters as
if they were just a simple, naive tale. They already raise, and in
acute form, two important theological and ethical questions with
which the whole book will be concerned: whether human concepts
of justice are the same as God’s, and how men and women ought
to react to unexplained misfortunes.

Chapter 1 is heavily ironical. This is especially true of the
scene in heaven (vv. 6-12), which describes an imaginary dialogue
between God (here identified as Yahweh) and a figure called
‘the Satan’ concerning the genuineness of Job’s religious faith.
Part of the irony consists of the way in which, although Yahweh’s
absolute power over the world and over his human creatures is
never in question, the two participants are made to converse
almost as equals. The Satan addresses God without the usual
deferential formalities, questions his judgment and persuades
him, apparently against his will, to submit Job to a severe test.

It cannot be said that Yahweh comes well out of the encounter.
His apparently ignorant enquiry about the Satan’s previous
whereabouts (v. 7) may be no more than a way of opening the
conversation; but after an initial strong assertion of Job’s
outstanding virtues he exhibits weakness in allowing himself to
be seduced by the Satan’s cynicism, and subjecting Job to a humil-
iating and painful test. This caricature, which is reminiscent of
the informal and sometimes comic scenes in polytheistic myths,
can hardly be a true representation of the author’s own concept
of God. One of the purposes of the scene was to create a dramatic
irony that would persist throughout the book—that the reader
knows what Job does not: that his misfortunes are due to a deci-
sion made in heaven to test him. But the introduction of the
Satan may have been intended to draw attention to the theolog-
ical problem of the risk taken by God when he created mankind.
The Satan himself is not a substantial figure—merely a fiction
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serving a limited purpose. He disappears after ch. 2, never to
reappear. But these scenes with their pretended claim to provide
a glimpse into God’s mind are probably not intended to be taken
seriously, though they add spice to the reader’s enjoyment.

Verses 1-3 introduce the man Job as a person of princely
wealth who was also a model of goodness and piety. “The sons of
the east’ is a rather vague term designating the inhabitants of
regions bordering on the eastern desert. But despite his possession
of herds and flocks, Job did not live a nomadic life. Even his sons,
as befitted their princely status, had their own houses and estab-
lishments. The description of the frequent parties or banquets
organized by Job’s sons for themselves and their sisters and of
Job’s protective actions on their behalf each morning following
one of these parties (vv. 4-5) reflects the harmonious relationships
of a patriarchal family, but it also suggests that the sons were
irresponsible; nothing is said about their participation with their
father in the management of his vast enterprises.

The use of the word miste for the brothers’ banquets shows
that these were not religious feasts but simply examples of the
self-indulgence of the really rich. But the brothers are only of
peripheral importance in the story, and no other reference is
made to them apart from the notice of their deaths, which
occurred when they were, typically, eating and drinking
(vv. 18-19). The real purpose of vv. 4-5 was to illustrate with a
concrete example the initial statement about Job’s piety. He acts
with great scrupulousness, offering sacrifices on behalf of his
sons not for sins that he knows them to have committed but for
sins that they might have committed in the course of their
feasting: blasphemy, described as ‘cursing God in their hearts’
(this verb has the literal meaning of ‘bless’: but here, as also in v.
11 and 2.5, it is a euphemism, having this opposite meaning). Job
is seen here in his patriarchal role, assuming responsibility for
his whole family.

The scene now shifts abruptly to heaven, where Yahweh, as
supreme king, holds court (vv. 6-12). This scene, of which there
is no further hint beyond ch. 2, draws on the notion of a heavenly
court that is ultimately traceable to the polytheistic belief in an
assembly of the gods under the presidency of a king of the gods.
In the Old Testament this concept is found in an attenuated form
(e.g.,in 1 Kgs 22.19-23; Isa. 6) in which the members of the court
are no longer to be thought of as gods but are subordinate heav-
enly (or ‘angelic’) beings. In some passages, as here, they have
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retained the old title ‘sons of God’, but their activities are
completely subject to Yahweh’s orders.

Verse 6 relates that these heavenly beings came on a certain
day to ‘present themselves’ before Yahweh. It is not stated what
were the nature and purpose of this assembly; but it may be
presumed from the ensuing dialogue that they came to take
their orders or to report on the various missions that they had
undertaken. About them as a body no more is said beyond ch. 2:
they are introduced here simply to provide the setting for a
dialogue in which only one of them, the Satan, is singled out for
detailed attention. (Though this is not specifically stated in the
text, it may be presumed that the Satan is one of these ‘sons of
God’, one who had been given the specialized function of visiting
the earth and investigating and reporting on the characters and
deeds of human beings. Compare Zech. 3.1-2 and 1 Chron. 21.1,
the only other Old Testament passages in which the Satan
appears.) Although he is evidently permitted to speak his mind,
the Satan cannot act without Yahweh’s permission; but he
makes use of his privilege of speech to persuade Yahweh to
change his mind.

After a probably otiose enquiry about the Satan’s recent
activities, Yahweh begins the discussion by referring to the
case of Job. Using the same phraseology as that of the narrator
in v. 1, he asserts that Job is without equal among human
beings for piety and way of life, and enquires whether the Satan
has paid special attention to him. The Satan disagrees with
God’s estimate, and poses the crucial question that re-echoes
through the book: ‘Does Job fear God for nothing (hinnam)? He
suggests that Job’s piety is spurious; that Job only appears to
be religious so that God may continue to confer prosperity on
him. The Satan further accuses God of fostering this attitude
of Job’s by giving him special protection (v. 10), and claims that
if Job’s wealth were to be stripped from him God would discover
the fraud: Job would then cease to serve God and would curse
him instead. Yahweh, easily persuaded, gives the Satan as his
agent full power to make the experiment. The only proviso
is that there is to be no attack on Job’s person, only on his
wealth.

After the Satan left Yahweh’s presence and returned to the
earth, Job suffered a series of simultaneous blows to his happi-
ness. They fell precisely at the time when Job’s sons were eating
and drinking at one of their banquets. They are stated, in true
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folk-tale style, to have followed immediately one after the other.
The test of Job proposed by the Satan—‘Stretch out your hand
and strike everything that he possesses’—had been put into
operation with a vengeance: Job’s entire establishment—herds,
servants, children—was wiped out. Two of the blows were inflicted
by human agency in the form of attacks by tribes from the desert,
here somewhat vaguely referred to as Sabeans and Chaldeans;
two were natural disasters, the ‘fire of God’ (presumably a confla-
gration caused by lightning) and a ‘great wind’. The author’s
attention is concentrated not on the loss of human life involved
but on the effect of the disasters on the central figure, Job. That
is what the readers had been anxiously waiting to discover:
whether Satan’s claim, that Job would react by cursing God, had
been fulfilled; in other words, whether his piety would survive
his material ruin.

With vv. 20-22 the denouement of the story seems to have
been reached. Job’s immediate reaction to his loss (tearing his
clothes, shaving his head) was what was to be expected of a man
suffering extreme grief. But then we are told that he prostrated
himself and worshipped (the verb is histah“wa, literally, ‘to bow
down’). He then began to speak, first citing the general belief
that human beings must eventually be deprived of their posses-
sions and return to their prenatal state (cf., e.g., Gen. 3.19; Eccl.
12.7), and then applying this principle to his own more limited
situation: even though he remained alive, God had already taken
away from him everything that he had previously given. But he
ended on a positive note: grateful for what God had given him in
the past and not reproaching him for having taken it away
again, he blessed the name of Yahweh. His faith was thus
completely vindicated, the Satan proved wrong and the reader
satisfied.

Verse 22, which sums up Job’s reaction to his losses, appears
to mark the conclusion of the story (note the first words, ‘In all
this’). But in remarking that Job did not attribute blame to God
(or perhaps impropriety—the precise meaning of ¢ipld is not
certain, but it occurs again in 24.12 and certainly denotes some
kind of disapprobation) the author is perhaps suggesting that
he would have been justified in doing so. At least, the use of the
word here may be a hint to the reader that there was something
about God’s conduct in the story that needed explanation.
Although in terms of narrative intention the author no doubt
expected the reader to assume that this was the end of the
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story, since the question of the genuineness of Job’s piety was
satisfactorily solved, this was in fact a false ending. The
discovery that Job’s persecution by God was not in fact over but
was further intensified would surprise the reader and spur him
to deeper reflection.



Job 2

The second scene in which Satan appears (vv. 1-7) is to a large
extent a verbal repetition of the first. These verses are thus an
example of the literary device known as repetition with varia-
tions which is a regular feature of folk-tales and fairy stories,
but which came also to be characteristic of much more sophisti-
cated narrative literature in the ancient Near East (we may
compare the Ugaritic legends and, in the Old Testament, 2 Kings
1 and the account of the Plagues in Exod. 7-12). As a narrative
device its purpose is to maintain the level of the reader’s interest.
In this case it may be said to be intended to revive that interest,
since ch. 1 has given the impression of being a complete story
beyond which there is nothing to be added. However, when he or
she reads the first verses of ch. 2 the reader will have to revise
this conclusion, and will now expect a further development. He
or she may well wonder whether the new instalment will speak
of a change of Yahweh’s mind, leading to the restoration of Job’s
fortunes—in fact, anticipating the final chapter of the book. In
any case, the interest in the sequel will now be intense.

The variations in these verses are, of course, the significant
features. In v. 3 Yahweh repeats the question that he had asked
in 1.8, reasserting his confidence in Job’s integrity and still refer-
ring to him by the rare designation ‘my servant’. He first appears
to withdraw his approval of the Satan’s test, since the latter’s
prediction that Job would react to the test by turning against God
had proved to be groundless. By using again the word hinnam,
here in the sense of ‘for no reason’ as in 1.9, where it means ‘for
nothing’, the author stresses the contrast between Job’s real char-
acter and the Satan’s estimate of it. The Satan, however, is not
only unrepentant, but even proceeds to argue that the earlier test
had not been sufficiently searching. He now proposes that if an
attack were made on Job’s physical health (‘strike his bone and
his flesh’) sufficiently crippling to put him in fear of death, his
reaction would be different. The meaning of the phrase ‘skin for
skin’, possibly a current idiom, is uncertain; but the meaning of



30 Job 2

the remainder of v. 4 and of v. 5 is clear. The Satan expresses the
belief that even a pious person whose faith is not shaken by a
sudden reversal of material fortune will nevertheless turn against
God if threatened with death, since to die is to lose everything that
makes life worth living. In making this assertion the Satan
expresses a total cynicism about human nature: he implies that
true piety among human beings does not exist. This is, in effect, a
challenge to the whole enterprise of God’s creation of mankind.

If the readers of the first part of the Prologue had expected
that Yahweh would reverse the earlier damage that he had
allowed to be inflicted on Job, they would be disappointed. Once
again Yahweh deferred without argument to the Satan’s new
proposal, even though it would inflict much greater suffering on
Job. Again, he made only one stipulation: this time it was that
Job’s life should be preserved. But it is reasonable to argue that
this stipulation was not made out of kindness; rather, it was
essential to the whole enterprise, since if Job were dead he
could neither praise nor curse God. This time it is specifically
stated that the Satan himself, on leaving Yahweh’s presence,
inflicted the agreed disease on Job, which took the form of an
unspecified but particularly virulent skin disease in which the
skin broke out in sores (v. 7). Job’s reaction to this new affliction
in sitting among the ashesis not unexpected: this was a customary
sign of grief (compare Isa. 58.5; Jon. 3.6). Ashes, together with
dust, also signified a recognition of personal unworthiness (42.6).
In Job’s case the ashes were presumably to be found in the
vicinity of the rubbish dump of the village or city.

This time Job’s verbal reaction occurred as a reply to his wife’s
advice (vv. 9-10). Otherwise he kept silent. This incident is tanta-
lizingly brief. But Job’s wife, who is mentioned only here, must
have been directly and drastically affected by what had happened
to him, though she had not herself suffered the fate of her
family. With him she had borne the loss of their children and of
all their wealth and possessions; but it was only when he was
smitten by a terrible disease and suffered the additional loss of
social status that she was impelled to speak. Her advice, ‘Curse
God, and die’, is a deliberate echo of the Satan’s predictions in
1.11 and 2.5; and, though its intention was probably to bring an
end to her husband’s suffering, it was a temptation to him to sin.
She recognized his integrity, but called on him to abandon it. Not
surprisingly, she has been called ‘the mouthpiece of Satan’. Like
the Satan, she did not believe in piety for its own sake. Her advice
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was, in fact, an invitation to self-destruction, since to curse God
would be considered as inviting retaliation by God, which in the
circumstances could only take the form of death, since Job now
had literally nothing to lose except his life.

What was the purpose of the insertion of this incident into the
story? It could be considered simply as a pretext for the inclusion
of a verbal reaction from Job; yet no such pretext was thought
necessary after the first incident (1.21). Another way of looking
at it might be in literary terms: Job’s initial silence (v. 8) might be
thought to create a tension that required a resolution before the
narrative passed on to the visit of the friends which leads directly
into the dialogue. In fact this incident also anticipates the ensuing
dialogue, in that it constitutes the first negative reaction to Job’s
treatment by God—it is a foretaste of the plethora of human
reactions that follows. It is also, more distantly, an anticipation
of the final scene in the Epilogue, where Job’s married state was
obviously a precondition (though his wife is not, curiously,
mentioned there) of the ‘happy ending’ in which he was blessed
with a new family and ultimately with further descendants, so
reaffirming his initial status as patriarch (42.13-16).

Job’s reply (v. 10) to this new blow closely resembles his earlier
reply in 1.21. In both verses the question concerns what one
receives from God and how one should receive it: God gives, but
also takes away (1.21); we receive both good and bad things from
him (2.10), and we ought to respond without recrimination to
what he gives (it is perhaps worth noting, however, that Job does
not here repeat his words of blessing to God, and that no refer-
ence is made this time to an act of worship). Job rebuked his wife
for giving him wicked advice, but gently: he did not accuse her
directly of being an impious fool (of n¢bald), but only of speaking
like one in her agony of mind. The verse ends, again, with what
seems like a concluding summary (‘In all this...’): Job committed
no sin in his reaction to the second terrible blow. Whether the
final ‘with his lips’ has a special significance is a moot point. On
one level the phrase is obviously intended to distinguish between
spoken sins (specifically curses) and sinful actions; but there has
been no question in this scene of sinful actions, so the phrase
seems redundant unless, as has been suggested, the distinction
intended is between Job’s pious words at this point and his subse-
quent raging against God in the dialogue; however, in fact,
he never cursed God in the dialogue or elsewhere, and in 42.7 he
was praised by God for speaking ‘rightly’ about him.
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In fact, v. 10 is no more a conclusion to the story than 1.22.
Verses 11-13 introduce the last essential element: the arrival of
the three friends of Job who will be his partners in the dialogue
that is to occupy the greater part of the book and who will reap-
pear at the end (42.7-9). Verse 10 presupposes a considerable but
indefinable period of time between the occurrence of Job’s
misfortunes and the arrival of the friends: the time to receive
the news in their distant homes and to travel to Uz. When they
arrived Job would have been sitting among the ashes, presum-
ably in silence, ministered to by his wife, for weeks or even
months. All this may be surmised, although the author, true to
his chosen folk-tale style, leaves the details vague, not deeming
it necessary or appropriate to supply them. He gives the friends
somewhat outlandish names and places of origin: only Eliphaz
the Temanite can certainly be placed, another Eliphaz having
been one of the sons of Esau, the ancestor of the Edomites (Gen.
36.4), and Teman being a district of Edom. To the original
readers of the book all these places were no doubt as remote
and mysterious as was Job’s own home in the land of Uz.

The word ‘friend’ does not entirely convey the fullness of
meaning of the Hebrew word réa‘. This is a word that occurs many
times in the book of Proverbs, which speaks of love and loyalty
between friends (Prov. 17.17), of the relation between friends
being closer even than that between members of the same family
(Prov. 18.24) and of the good advice that one may expect to receive
from a true friend (Prov. 12.26). Although we are not told by what
means Job’s friends had been able to form and maintain friend-
ship with Job and with one another, we are left in no doubt that
Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar, who had left their own affairs and
undertaken considerable journeys in order to do what they could
for Job, are represented as possessing these qualities. We are
told, again with no explanatory details, that before they arrived
at his home they met together, perhaps to decide how best to
comport themselves with him.

The friends came to do two things: to grieve with Job and to
comfort him. The first of these (nizd) was expressed by external
manifestations of grief similar to those of Job himself (1.20).
These were normally performed over the dead (e.g., Jer. 22.10);
and there may be a suggestion here that the friends thought of
Job as very near death. But they also came to ‘comfort’ him.
This word (nhm) also has a more positive sense than its English
counterpart: it can mean (and this is its probable meaning here)
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to encourage, that is, to persuade a despondent person that his
trials are over and that there is hope for better things in the
future (so, e.g., Isa. 40.1-2). In the dialogue the friends will, in
fact, adopt this tone: they will assure Job that if he will confess
that he is sinful and promise amendment God will restore and
heal him (e.g., Eliphaz in 5.17-27).

The scene in vv. 12-13 is depicted with great poignancy. As
they approached from a distance the friends looked for Job, but
he was so changed in appearance that they did not at first recog-
nize him. When they did, they mourned for him as for one dead.
To sit on the bare ground was a symbol of grief or despair, an
expression of humiliation (c¢f. Lam. 2.10; Isa. 3.26; 47.1); the
friends’ doing so (v. 13) was a gesture indicating that they fully
participated in Job’s grief. They were so overwhelmed by the
sight of Job’s suffering that for a whole week they were unable
to carry out their second purpose of ‘comforting’ him. They could
not even perform the customary greetings. But apart from its
poignancy the unprecedented length of this period of total silence
(which Job may already have been observing for much longer)
serves an important rhetorical purpose. The profound quiet that
prevails at the end of this scene can almost be felt. Then in 3.1
Job suddenly and dramatically shatters the silence, breaking
into it with an utterly unexpected and bitter curse. At last, the
reader may feel, we have encountered the ‘real’ Job.
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Verses 1 and 2 continue the prose narrative begun in the Prologue.
Job’s curse on the day of his birth, though in poetical form, is
thus presented as an essential part of the story, carrying the
plot further. It was this curse that provoked the hitherto silent
friends to indignation and to speech; their words are thus to be
seen as responses to him rather than the other way round. The
reason for their indignation was that throughout his moving
account of his misery Job never once admitted that it was the
result of his own sin. Although in this chapter he did not directly
accuse God of injustice, he came close to doing so. He presented
himself as an innocent sufferer and so as a living testimony to
the falsity of the principle that both he and the friends had
always taken for granted as a fundamental fact of life, namely
that the innocent enjoy God’s blessing and that only the wicked
are punished. Thus the author is here already challenging
the reader either to approve the submissive Job of 1.21 and
2.10, who passively acknowledged the right of God to behave as
he chose, or to side with the new militant Job of this and the
succeeding chapters.

With v. 3 begins what is often called ‘the poem of Job’; it
continues without a break until 42.6, after which the prose narra-
tive is resumed. The poem presents not a few difficult linguistic
problems, but its literary excellence has been universally recog-
nized. Chapter 3 stands by itself as a literary masterpiece. It is
described in v. 1 as a ‘curse’, though in content it is more like a
lament. A curse was properly speaking a form of speech employed
to achieve a specific, negative effect on a particular individual or
human group. But no such persons are named here. The ‘curse’ is
directed, rather, against the day of Job’s birth and the night
when he was conceived: Job expresses the wish that they should
‘perish’. He refers to those past moments of time as though they
were alive and even still in existence. This poetic conceit is elab-
orated in vv. 4-10. In realistic terms these verses simply express
Job’s futile wish that he had never been born.
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The lament is reminiscent of Jer. 20.14-18, where the prophet
Jeremiah voices the same wish as Job. But despite some common
imagery there is probably no direct connection between the two
passages. Verses 3-10 play on the topics of day and night, light
and darkness: Job wishes that the day of his birth would become
dark, and the night when he was conceived be joyless, never
seeing the dawn. Despite some of the language employed, there
is no justification for interpreting these verses literally in the
sense of a wish by Job that the process of creation as described
especially in Genesis 1 should be reversed: Job’s concern here is
confined to his own personal situation. But there are mythical
allusions of a literary kind, notably in v. 8, where ‘curse the day’
(yom) ought perhaps to be emended to ‘curse the sea’ (yam),
making a parallel with ‘Leviathan’ in the next line. This would
seem to be an allusion to a Canaanite myth to which there are
other allusions in the Old Testament (e.g., Ps. 74.14; Isa. 27.1),
in which ‘Sea’ (Yam) and Leviathan (Lotan) are powerful allies.
Job is represented as calling on powerful cosmic forces to assist
him in implementing his ‘curse’.

From v. 11 the curse gives way to pure lament, introduced by
the characteristic ‘Why?’ (lammad) as in many of the psalms of
lamentation. Job wished that he had died soon after his birth
(v. 11) or had been stillborn and so had never ‘seen the light’ even
for an instant (v. 16), so escaping all suffering. In vv. 20-23 he
speaks in more general terms of all those who have to endure
intolerable suffering, asking why those who in their misery
would rather die because they have ‘lost their way or been
‘hedged in’ by God are not allowed to do so. Finally in vv. 24-26
he reverts to his own situation.

Verses 13-19, which describe the state of the dead, are inter-
rupted by v. 16, which may have been misplaced, probably from
after v. 12. One indication of this is that the word ‘There’ (sam),
which occurs repeatedly in vv. 17, 18 and 19, presumably refer-
ring to the place of the dead, has no antecedent unless v. 17
immediately follows v. 15. This positive picture of the place of
the dead (often called ‘Sheol’ or ‘the Pit’ elsewhere in the Old
Testament, but not named here) is virtually without parallel
in the Old Testament: for Job at this moment it is a desirable
place, a place of quiet and rest where all sleep together in peace.
This depiction is totally contrary to the way in which it is conceived
for example in Ps. 88.6-7 and Isa. 14.11, where it is terrifying,
utterly repulsive and inhabited by worms and maggots.



36 Job 3

This negative view is shared by Job himself elsewhere in the book
(10.18-22).

In presenting Job in two such different moods, the author
shows his psychological subtlety. In 3.13-19, before the outbreak
of the battle of words with his friends has begun, Job sees his
case as hopeless, and feels the need above all for peace and rest,
which death will bring him. This feeling has for the moment
driven from his thoughts his normal repugnance towards death
and its aftermath. But later, when he is in the thick of debate
and no longer resigned to his fate but determined to fight his
case against God’s unjust treatment of him, and at least some-
times with a glimmer of hope for his vindication, he returns to
that feeling of abhorrence.

Another surprising feature of vv. 13-19 is their enumeration of
various types of person who together make up the number of the
dead and share the same fate: kings and counsellors (v. 14),
‘princes’ (sarim, v. 15), the wicked and the weary (v. 17), prisoners
(v. 18), and finally the small, the great and the slaves (v. 19).
These categories are not all of the same kind: they overlap to some
extent, and they are clearly not intended to comprise all human
types: there is, for example, no mention of the righteous to balance
the wicked, nor of wise and foolish; nor is any differentiation
made between those who die in peace and those who die by violence,
a distinction that is considered to be particularly significant in
other Old Testament texts. In fact the list serves a quite different
purpose. The kings and their ministers (yo“sim, literally ‘advisers’),
who construct or restore great buildings, represent power; the
‘princes’ (sarim, perhaps here ‘merchant princes’) with their gold
and silver represent wealth. In reflecting that in death he would
find himself in such company Job sought to find consolation in the
fact that he would share a state common to all humanity, including
even the wealthiest and most powerful.

But as in other Old Testament passages with a similar theme
(Isa. 14.9-11; Ezek. 32.18-30) a note of social criticism can be
detected here that is further pursued in the verses that follow.
Although the text does not directly identify kings and million-
aires with the wicked, such an identification may be implied in
the reference to the wicked that immediately follows in v. 17.
The second line of that verse, which sets the weary in parallel
with the wicked, may also refer indirectly to the oppression of
the weak. Verse 18 expresses a similar thought: death brings
relief to those in prison, who no longer have to obey the commands
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of their taskmasters. Finally in v. 19 Job sums up all humanity
in terms of three socio-economic classes: two kinds of free persons,
small and great (that is, powerless and powerful) and the slaves.
It is to the last of these that death comes as the greatest relief,
as they are freed from the otherwise never-ending tyranny of
their owners. In making these references to taskmasters and
slave owners Job identifies himself with the most wretched of
all human beings, for whom death would be preferable to life.
This whole passage (vv. 18-23) is remarkable in that it gives indi-
rect expression to the voice of the oppressed.

How do these verses fit into the general theological teaching
of the book? What is the author’s attitude towards the rich? Job
himself, before the calamities that had fallen on him, had been, if
not one of the ‘kings of the earth’, a very rich man, the owner of
many slaves and one who had many ‘small’ people under his
authority; he was, as the author points out in 1.3, one of the ‘great’
men. Now, reduced to the lowest state of degradation, destitute
and suffering from a repulsive disease, he was experiencing a
level of human existence that was new to him; even a slave might
well have excited his envy. We are not told that this new experi-
ence led him to regret his past behaviour at the time of his afflu-
ence; on the contrary, he had a clear conscience about this, and
towards the end of the book (ch. 31) he defended his record,
claiming that he had behaved in an exemplary and generous
manner towards his social inferiors (31.9-23).

It was not, then, a concern of the author to condemn the rich
and powerful as such; yet, as we have seen, here in ch. 3 a note of
disapproval towards them can be detected. How is this apparent
discrepancy to be explained? That there is a certain ambiguity on
this question in the book cannot be denied. But it can be explained
by the fact that the author recognizes the existence of two distinct
kinds of powerful and influential persons. On the one hand there
are those who, like Job, lead exemplary lives, and on the other
there are those who are identical with the ‘wicked’, who oppress
and prey upon the weak and defenceless. Between the two types
there appears to be no middle position. Such a polarization of the
righteous and the wicked is not peculiar to the book of Job; it is
especially characteristic of the book of Proverbs. There have
been attempts by modern scholars to identify a particular social
background to the book on the basis of this dichotomy; but no
agreement has been reached about this. Such phenomena occur
in almost every age; and if the presentation of them in this book
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has distinctive features, this is due to the literary character of
the book rather than to an actual historical social phenomenon.

In the final verses of the chapter (vv. 24-26) Job identifies
himself with those of whom he had spoken in vv. 20-23—those in
misery and bitter in spirit (v. 20), longing for death (v. 21), who
have ‘lost their way’ and are conscious of being ‘hedged in’ by God
(v. 23). Sighing and groaning have become, as it were, his daily
food (v. 24). The verbs in v. 25 are probably to be taken as past
tenses: what he had most feared has now happened to him. It is
not clear to what this fear refers; perhaps it reveals Job as a
constitutional worrier, always afraid that some terrible calamity
would ruin an apparently stable existence. There may be a hint
of this in the account of his over-scrupulous, almost obsessional
behaviour in 1.5. Or, the meaning may be that after the first
series of blows Job had been fearful of a further disaster, which
had now occurred when he was struck by disease. Verse 26 gives
the reason for Job’s longing for death: his world has been shat-
tered. He has lost confidence in the meaning of life, and cannot
find peace and rest but only ever-recurring turbulence or violence
(rogez, the word used of the activity of the wicked in v. 17). This
word, significantly, is the final word of the chapter in Hebrew.
This is a chapter that does not pose intellectual questions
concerning such matters as the reason for human suffering or
divine justice, but simply exposes the rawness of Job’s feelings in
a way that is very rare in the Old Testament.
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Eliphaz, who here begins his first reply to Job, is clearly intended
to be seen as the leader of the friends and their chief speaker; his
speeches are longer and more wide-ranging than those of the
others. In v. 2 he makes it clear that while he has been provoked
into speech by what he considers to be the unorthodox tenor of
Job’s lament (‘Who can refrain from speaking?’), he is also aware
that Job may not be willing to listen to what he has to say (it is
not clear whether the first part of this verse is in question form
or not; but it certainly expresses Eliphaz’s unease). The tone of
his speech is therefore, at least at the beginning, conciliatory
and deferential, as befits the words of one friend to another. But
the intention was to administer a gentle rebuke to Job in order to
correct his mistaken attitude.

In vv. 3-6 Eliphaz acknowledges that Job has a deserved repu-
tation as a wise man to whom people in distress would come for
advice and from whom they would receive help: ‘You have indeed
instructed many [this verb is used in Prov. 19.18; 29.17 of the
education of children] and have strengthened weak hands.” He
has given support and encouragement to those who were uncer-
tain and infirm of purpose. Precisely what were the personal
problems facing these people is not stated, but some idea of these
is conveyed in v. 5, when Eliphaz turns the tables on Job, who is
now in the same state as his former clients but evidently unable
to apply his own remedies to himself. ‘It’ (the word is undefined,
but presumably denotes a predicament comparable with those
with which he used to deal) has now happened to him; but, as he
has clearly shown by his despairing lament, he is now finding
that he does not have the resources to deal with an unbearable
situation. In v. 6 Eliphaz, perhaps ironically, appeals to the very
qualities for which Job is famous but in which he himself now
appears to have no confidence: his piety (fear of God) and his
integrity (tom, cf. 1.1).

Eliphaz now produces what may be called a ‘set piece’ of wisdom
teaching. He does not apply this directly to Job’s case, and indeed
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does not mention him at all at this stage; but he evidently expects
that Job will find encouragement in his words. Eliphaz speaks
like a traditional wisdom teacher, or perhaps rather as one intro-
ducing an academic discussion. He begins (v. 7) with an appeal to
universal experience couched in question form: he challenges
Job to state whether he has known a case in which an innocent
person suffered a premature death. The questions conceal what
Eliphaz holds to be a self-evident truth: that such a thing has
never happened. The modern reader may wonder whether anyone
can ever have really believed this; but there are other examples
of this doctrine, notably Ps. 37.25, where the psalmist goes even
further than Eliphaz, maintaining that in a long life he has
never seen a case of a righteous person in poverty. Eliphaz
restricts himself to asserting that the innocent will not die
prematurely. His intention is to comfort Job by assuring him
that he will not die the death that is the lot of the wicked. This
assurance, however, is hardly calculated to meet Job’s case, as
Job has said that he wants to die.

Verses 8-11 are a traditionally ‘orthodox’ statement about the
truly wicked, those who ‘plow wickedness’ and ‘sow trouble’.
Since it has not been suggested that Job belongs to this category,
they are completely irrelevant to his case. It is remarkable that
of this whole section (vv. 7-11) only one verse (7) is concerned
with the innocent: the rest are about the wicked and their fate.
This lack of balance may be an instance of an intention to cari-
cature the tendency of traditional wisdom teachers to adhere
rigidly to their ‘script’, however irrelevant it might be to the
matter in hand. The assertion in v. 9 that the wicked will
be blasted out of existence is simply a more violent expression of
what is frequently stated in the book of Proverbs about their fate
(e.g., Prov. 10.27;12.7;14.11; 21.12). The ravening lions of vv. 10-11
are evidently metaphorical, intended to symbolize these wicked
persons.

In vv. 12-21 Eliphaz attempts to bolster his authority as a
wisdom teacher by claiming to be the recipient of a mysterious
message from the spiritual world. The circumstances of this visi-
tation are built up in considerable though somewhat obscure
detail (vv. 12-16). The reader is thereby led to expect some
tremendous revelation; but when it comes it consists only of a
truism: that no human being is pure in God’s sight (v. 17). The
following verses are merely an elaboration of this. Eliphaz thus
claims divine inspiration for his teaching. This is a most unusual
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claim by a wisdom teacher, and the incident may be simply
intended by the author to be ironical.

The nature of this experience is far from clear. The message is
described as a personal one for Eliphaz alone (‘to me’), though he
now reveals it to Job. The coming to him of a ‘word’ (dabar) suggests
an oracle such as would have been revealed by God to a prophet.
But the unique use of the verb ‘to steal’ here (an idiom similar to
the metaphorical use of the term in modern English) gives v. 12
a peculiarly furtive character, particularly when associated with
the word ‘whisper’. Verse 13 refers to the ‘anxious thoughts’ that
occur in a ‘night vision’ (as in 33.15, where Elihu refers to God’s
speaking to men in a dream or vision, and also Dan. 2.19; 7.7, 13).
In v. 14 Eliphaz speaks of the dread that fell on him, a charac-
teristic feeling of recipients of a divine visitation, and in v. 15 of
a wind (riiah) that passed before his face (we may compare
Ezekiel’s stormy wind, Ezek. 1.4, and the wind from which
Yahweh appeared to Job in 38.1). In v. 16 Eliphaz stresses his
inability to discern the shape of what he saw; the silence followed
by a voice speaking, however, is reminiscent of Elijah’s experi-
ence when Yahweh appeared to him (1 Kgs 19.12). It is difficult
to reconcile all these details, which seem to have been collected
from a variety of sources; the author was probably not concerned
to produce a coherent picture. Although these verses together
suggest some kind of supernatural revelation, they reveal
Eliphaz’s inability to describe what he had seen, and add to the
ironical effect of this incident.

There was nothing new about the contents of the supernatural
message revealed to Eliphaz in v. 17, but it introduced a new
factor into the discussion. It asserted the inadequacy of the simple
division of humanity into two categories, that of the righteous or
innocent and the wicked. Its implication was that since no human
creature can be absolutely righteous or absolutely pure in God’s
sight, no person can entirely escape the consequences of the
misdeeds that he must have committed. It might be true, as
Eliphaz had implied in v. 7, that the innocent never perish; but
this doctrine of relative guilt shared by all opened the way to a
new perception of retributive justice. It was the lot of human
beings to suffer misfortune; and so, by implication, Job was no
exception. But once again Eliphaz completely failed to under-
stand Job’s situation. He meant to console Job, but only succeeded
in trivializing his complaint and the disproportionate nature of
what he had been made to endure.
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Verses 18-21 are a series of comments on v. 17 made to reinforce
its message. Whether these verses are a continuation of the
message received by Eliphaz or belong to Eliphaz’s own speech is
not clear. Verse 18 takes the reader back to the concept of the
heavenly court, though there is no further reference to the Satan.
The members of the court are no longer called ‘sons of God’ but
‘servants’ and ‘messengers’ (that is, angels). The argument in
this and the following verse is a fortiori: if even these subordi-
nate heavenly beings, who are immortal, are capable of error
and not entirely trustworthy, how much more must this be true
of mere human mortals! The background to this statement about
the angels is obscure. There is certainly no idea here of rebel-
lious or ‘fallen’ angels as in some of the apocryphal literature
and in later theology, though the myth of the ‘sons of God’ who
intermarried with human women (Gen. 6.1-4) may belong to a
similar tradition.

Verses 19-21 continue the argument, stressing the ephemeral
nature of human beings in contrast with God and the angels.
The ‘houses of clay’ (v. 19) are probably our physical bodies; the
notion of human beings as consisting of clay and dust was a
commonplace of ancient Near Eastern literature as well as of
the Old Testament: see especially Gen. 2.7. These verses empha-
size the fragility of human life, which can be extinguished in a
moment never to be restored, ‘without [anyone] paying atten-
tion’. This last phrase, which has no subject in the Hebrew, prob-
ably does not refer to God; rather, it means either that death
may come without warning to its victims or that death is too
commonplace to be especially remarked upon by others. The
statement that ‘they’ die without wisdom in v. 21 is not an asser-
tion that all human beings are foolish; it refers, rather, like the
preceding statements, to what may happen to some. Eliphaz, if it
is he and not his mysterious ‘voice’ speaking here, would certainly
not regard himself as lacking wisdom. But in this verse, which is
the first of many verses in the book that mention wisdom, the
term probably does not signify more than the ability to manage
one’s life intelligently and successfully. Elsewhere in the book,
as we shall see, it has other meanings.
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Eliphaz continues his speech and now again addresses Job
directly. As in 4.2, 7 he begins by putting questions to him (v. 1).
On the basis of Job’s lament and curse pronounced on the day of
his birth Eliphaz assumes that he will now appeal to heaven
against his fate—presumably not against the death that he is
threatened with, as death is what he longs for; but more prob-
ably in order to obtain some alleviation of his pain. But perhaps
Eliphaz has once again simply failed to understand Job. At any
rate, he implies that any such appeal would be futile: not one of
the ‘holy ones’, that is, the angelic members of the heavenly
court, will or can give him a satisfactory answer. Eliphaz’s own
advice to Job, expressed in v. 8, is that if Job has any chance at
all of a favourable response he must appeal directly to God
himself. Nevertheless in vv. 6 and 7 he warns him that misery
(‘amal) is endemic in human nature and cannot be avoided.

Verses 2-5 may strike the reader as totally irrelevant as they
are concerned with the fool, who has up to this point never been
mentioned, attesting the inevitability of his ruin. This apparent
irrelevance is partly explained by the fact that in ancient wisdom
thought there is often no clear distinction between fools and the
wicked: the fool is not only self-destructive but also an enemy of
society in that he disrupts the life of others just as does the evil
person, and is duly punished. The word for fool here (*wil)
frequently has such connotations (Prov. 10.10; 14.9; 20.3; Jer.
4.22; Ps. 107.17). Eliphaz, however, does not call Job a fool; in
these verses he is only citing examples of the fact of universal
human misery that is his main point (vv. 6-7). Resentment (ka‘as)
and jealousy (gin’d, v. 2) are common human vices that can lead
to disaster.

Verse 2 is a clear example of a proverb; v. 3 is an example of a
particular kind of wisdom instruction in which an instructor
teaches a moral lesson by describing a personal experience, real
or fictitious (‘I saw..., ra’iti) and then the consequences of what
he has seen (e.g., Ps. 37.25; Prov. 7.6-23; 24.30-34). But there is



44 Job 5

a textual problem in this verse: it is difficult to see why Eliphaz
should have suddenly uttered a curse against the prosperity of the
fools. It may be best to accept a slight emendation of v. 3 based on
the LXX and read ‘but suddenly their home became accursed’.

Verse 6 begins Eliphaz’s general conclusion about human
misery and its cause. But there is a radical difference among
the commentators concerning the meaning of this verse. The
Hebrew text as vocalized in the standard edition of the text has
‘For misery does not [[6’] come from the dust, nor [167] is it from
the ground that trouble sprouts’; but it has been proposed that
in both lines [%’, ‘surely’, should be read instead of [6°, giving
the verse the opposite meaning. However, there do not appear
to be adequate grounds for such an interpretation. Eliphaz is
saying that although human beings were made from the earth
(Gen. 3.19), that is not the root cause of their troubles. Verse 7
then states that the fault lies in themselves. Trouble falls on
each individual from his birth. Alternatively, a proposal to
revocalize the passive ‘is born’ to yield the active ‘begets’ is a
possibility: human beings create their own misery by the way
in which they live their lives. Whichever interpretation is correct,
this is a realistic if pessimistic view of human nature; it is clearly
intended to console Job, but as has been noted above it hardly
meets his case, which by any standards is an exceptional one.

There is also uncertainty about the meaning of the second line
of v. 7, ‘and the sons of resep fly up high’. In view of the fact that
resep in Hebrew—a fairly rare word—means ‘flame’ or ‘flash of
lightning’ in the majority of occurrences, the line has been gener-
ally taken to refer to sparks of light or flame rising into the sky.
But the connection between the line so interpreted and the thought
of the human lot in the first line is not obvious: the imagery does
not seem appropriate. It makes more sense to take the word resep
in its other sense (Deut. 32.24; Hab. 3.5) of plague or pestilence. It
is now known that in north-west Semitic mythology there was a
god called Resheph who spread pestilence among human beings;
and there is good reason to suppose that this verse makes a poet-
ical allusion to this god—or more precisely to demonic figures
associated with him: the ‘sons of Resheph’, who are envisaged as
released on to the earth to bring trouble on humanity.

Verse 8 is a transitional verse. It introduces the doxology that
follows in vv. 9-16, but is also directly related to v. 7 in that Eliphaz
here states what response he himself is accustomed to make to
the sombre state of human existence referred to there. As in
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4.7-21 he makes no direct reference to Job’s situation, though
these verses are still part of his address to Job, and he clearly
intends that Job should pay attention and take his own practice
as a model. Thus in v. 8 Eliphaz does not give advice as such to
Job, but only states what is his own practice: ‘But I myself seek
God [that is, in prayer], and to God I submit my cause.” He is not
here denying what he has just affirmed—namely that trouble
(‘amal) is the lot of human beings from which there is no escape.
He does not appeal to God to make an exception for him, but
‘rests his case’, so to speak. He restricted himself to a general act
of praise of God, implying, however, that God if he so decides can
overrule any particular human destiny. In other words, it is God
who rules, not an impersonal fate.

The list of God’s attributes begins, like other hymns of praise
in the Old Testament, with a participle (‘6se, ‘he does’ [v. 9]), a
stylistic feature that is repeated in vv. 10 and 13, though not in
the final verses. Verse 9 is a general statement that God’s
actions are not only great and numerous but, more to the point,
‘unsearchable’ and ‘marvellous’: that is, that God is unpredict-
able and his actions miraculous. He has total freedom to do as he
pleases with men and women as with the created world as a
whole. Then, having reminded his interlocutor of the truism that
it is God who sends the rain without which there could be no
human life at all (v. 10), Eliphaz proceeds to give examples of
God’s regular intervention (the regularity is indicated by the
participles) in human affairs: rescuing and exalting the lowly
and the bereaved (v. 11); defeating and confusing the schemes of
the crafty (vv. 12-14); and saving the poor from oppression and
injustice and giving them hope. The selection of the ‘wise’
(h*kamim, v. 13) for condemnation has caused surprise, espe-
cially since the vocabulary employed in this section (tisiyya,
‘success’, ‘ariim, ‘clever’, v. 12; ‘ormah, ‘cleverness’, mahsabot,
‘plans’, v. 13) proclaims it to be a typically ‘wisdom’ piece of litera-
ture. But these terms are ambivalent: they are used in the Old
Testament in both positive and negative senses according to the
contexts in which they occur. Eliphaz appears here to recognize
that ‘wise’ persons may use their wisdom for evil as well as for
good purposes; he is not attacking wisdom itself. But as before he
has allowed himself to stray outside his original intention to give
good advice to Job.

Eliphaz now qualifies his statement about leaving everything
in God’s hands (v. 8) by introducing the notion of divine discipline.
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It is important to note that at no time in this speech has he said
that he believed Job to be a great sinner who has deserved his
fate; rather, he has tried to console him by finding some other
explanation of his situation, arguing that since human beings are
never completely guiltless (4.17), they are all subject to suffering
misfortune (5.7). He then (5.8-16) pointed to God as the one who is
able to overrule such misfortunes by his sovereign will. Now
(vv. 17-27) he explains to Job how this reversal of his fate can
come about: Job has only to recognize that his sufferings are not
intended by God to crush him, as is the case with the really wicked,
but are God’s way of exercising discipline over his imperfect
human creatures: a temporary affliction, imposed as a warning to
amend his life. If he accepts this reproof and discipline, God will
restore him to his former prosperity and happiness.

In v. 17, after a preliminary ‘Behold!’ (hinne) that calls atten-
tion to a new argument or development (cf. also 4.3), Eliphaz
very obviously resumes the role of the wisdom teacher. Not only
does he express his thought in wisdom’s technical language—
hokiah, ‘to reprove’; musar, ‘discipline’—each line of the verse is
a variant of an extant line of Old Testament wisdom literature,
viz. ‘Happy [‘asré] are those whom you discipline, O Yahweh’
(Ps. 94.12a) and ‘My son, do not despise Yahweh’s discipline’
(masar, Prov. 3.11a). The term ’asré, ‘Happy!, also occurs
frequently in the wisdom literature (Ps. 1.1; 119.1, 2; Prov. 3.13;
8.32, 34; 16.20), mainly in contexts referring to those who love,
trust or obey Yahweh or his wisdom. The application of the
phrase to Job was hardly appropriate for him in his present situ-
ation, but Eliphaz was confident that Job would in the future be
able once more to consider himself happy.

It is part of the unconscious irony of Eliphaz’s speech that the
good things that he assures Job will be restored to him if he
accepts God’s reproof—principally the restoration of his health,
freedom from anxiety, sudden death and hunger, a new and
numerous family and long life—were, in fact, finally restored to
him by God (42.10-17), but not at all for the reasons that Eliphaz
envisaged. The reader knows, though neither Job nor his friends
know, that Job is not being reproved or punished for sins that he
has committed but that it is a trial of his innocence that is taking
place and that he will be restored to fortune and happiness
because he will have successfully passed that test.

The theology of v. 18 echoes that of Deut. 32.39. It is a rejec-
tion of theological dualism: it affirms that there are not two
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gods, of whom one confers wellbeing and the other brings evil on
human beings. It is assumed throughout the book of Job that
there is only one supreme deity (the Satan of the Prologue is not
an exception: his attacks on Job were carried out with Yahweh’s
permission). Verse 19 is an example of a device used elsewhere
in the Old Testament (e.g., Amos 1-2; Prov. 30) and also in
Ugaritic and other Semitic literature, in which one numeral is
immediately followed by another greater by one. Its purpose
here is probably to emphasize that Job will be delivered from
every kind of evil however many there may be. Attempts to find
exactly seven (or six) such examples in the list that follows are
probably not appropriate and have not commanded general
assent.

The first line of v. 21 probably refers to calumny or malicious
gossip that can disturb social harmony; this is frequently
condemned in Proverbs. In the second line it has been proposed
to read $ed, ‘demon’, instead of §6d, ‘devastation’, but that is not
necessary. The statement in v. 23a that Job will live in a cove-
nant relationship with the stones of the field has been regarded
by many as so improbable that various proposals have been made
to emend ‘stones’ Cab’né) to ‘sons’ (b°né) or in some other way. But
although this is obviously a very bold assertion, the Hebrew text
may be correct; if so, the use of the term here is metaphorical,
conveying the notion that the soil will ‘co-operate’ with Job the
landowner. Similarly in vv. 22b and 23a Eliphaz confidently
envisages for Job a state of harmony with the wild animals that
recalls the eschatological prophecies of Isa. 11.6-9 and Hos.
2.18-22. Verses 24-26 complete the irony by promising Job the
restoration of all that he has lost: the security of his home and
property (‘tent’ in v. 24 does not imply a nomadic life but, as in
v. 3, is an archaism for ‘home’ that occurs frequently in Old
Testament poetical texts), numerous descendants and a ripe and
prosperous old age.

In the closing verse of a speech that began in 4.2 Eliphaz asserts
the truth of everything that he has said; but he does not claim that
it has come from his own head. He speaks as a representative of a
whole tradition of wise men to whom he significantly refers as
‘we’. He thus takes his stand on the consensus of this tradition
that is older than his own generation (in 8.8 and 16.18 the former
sages are known as ‘the fathers’), claims that these matters have
been thoroughly investigated (haqar) and proved true, and now
offers the conclusions to Job (Cknow it for yourself’ are the final
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words of the speech). Eliphaz is thus claiming that Job’s problem
is non-existent: traditional wisdom has provided a completely
satisfactory answer to his predicament, and all that he has to do
now is to accept its truth without attempting further investigation
on his own account and rather than indulging in self-pity, as he
has done in ch. 3.

Although Eliphaz’s intention in this speech was to sympa-
thize with Job and to give him encouragement, it was profound
disagreement with Job’s attitude towards his trials that provoked
him to break his silence. He wanted to reassert the traditional
wisdom teaching that divided humanity into two groups, the
righteous and the wicked, of whom the former enjoy divine
blessing while the latter suffer the consequences of their evil
deeds. However, he found himself unable to apply this principle
to Job’s case, since he did not believe him to be a wicked person
who deserved his fate; and he was forced, for Job’s sake, to make
concessions that effectually weakened his position. His argu-
ments—that humanity is inevitably born to trouble, that God in
his sovereign power can overrule the ‘automatic’ rule of fate and
exercise his grace towards those who turn to him—obliged him to
admit that between the two opposites of righteous and wicked
there is a third category to which Job belongs: that of the person
who is neither wholly innocent nor irredeemably wicked, but
whose faults are redeemable. But there is an underlying irony in
all this. Eliphaz was quite unaware that he had shifted his posi-
tion: he ended his speech in utter confidence that he had faith-
fully represented the voice of traditional wisdom. There is also a
more profound irony in that the mysterious voice that declared
that no human being is absolutely pure missed the whole issue
that is the principal concern of the book: that it is not human
innocence that is being questioned, but divine justice.
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In this second speech (chs. 6-7) Job does not make a direct reply
to Eliphaz, though in the first verses (6.2-13) he picks up a
number of key words from his speech: ka‘as, ‘anguish’, v. 2
(cf. 5.2); tiqwd, ‘hope’, v. 8 (cf. 4.6; 5.16); tisiyyd, ‘success’, v. 13
(cf. 5.12); dikka’, ‘crush’, v. 9 (cf. 4.19). These are here all used in
a negative sense: Job is anguished, he hopes in vain, success is
banished from him, he wishes that God would crush him. Job
has clearly not been persuaded by Eliphaz’s arguments; on the
contrary, he begins by resuming his earlier lament; and in ch. 6
he denounces his friends as having failed in their friendship—
this is somewhat surprising as only one of them has yet uttered
a word, but perhaps Job at this point regards Eliphaz as a
spokesman for them all and in his sombre mood sees them all as
enemies.

Job begins with an attempt to convey to his friends some idea
of the immense burden of anger and misery under which he is
labouring, and refers, perhaps in self-justification, to his earlier
speech (the meaning of the verb in v. 3b is uncertain; it may
mean ‘have been unrestrained’ or ‘impetuous’). But the tone of
this second speech is no less violent. Job now for the first time
(v. 4) directly attributes his sufferings to the deliberate action of
God, comparing him to an archer, who, like the Canaanite god of
pestilence, Resheph, has shot him with poisoned arrows (this
is probably a reference to the disease that has felled him). He
also pictures God as threatening him with an array of unnamed
‘terrors’. It is the thought that God has become his enemy that is
the principal cause of his anguish.

Although Job does not know the circumstances of God’s deci-
sion described in the Prologue, his knowledge that he is innocent
has driven him to conclude that God is responsible for his situa-
tion because he knows of no other possible source of it. He has
rejected Eliphaz’s arguments that misfortune is caused by some
innate human weakness or that, alternatively, it is God’s way of
disciplining those that have erred: his misfortunes are too great
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for such explanations to be applicable to his own case. He has
not, however, rejected Eliphaz’s other point, that God who
is all-powerful can do anything he pleases with regard to his
human creatures; but he turns this belief on its head. The
request that he has to make from God is not the restoration of
his fortunes; it is, as before, that God should complete his
destructive work by putting an end to him (vv. 8-9). The Job of
the dialogues has frequently been represented as utterly
different from the compliant Job of the Prologue; but is the
difference in this speech as great as has been supposed? Job not
only does not curse God; it cannot even be said that he reverses
his previous admission that God, who will in any case eventually
take back all that he has given, has also the right to take it back
here and now, before the expiry of the normal span of life. What
Job finds inexplicable and hard to accept is that God should be
doing this as an enemy.

In vv. 5-6 Job takes a leaf out of Eliphaz’s book by quoting two
proverbs, both in the form of questions, presumably in order to
add force to his remarks; unfortunately the purport of these
proverbs is not clear. Verse 5 points out that animals do not
complain when they have a sufficiency of palatable food, while
v. 6 speaks of food that is too insipid to be edible (the meaning of
hallamit, conventionally rendered by ‘mallows’, is uncertain).
Thus literally interpreted the two proverbs are about two kinds
of food, the satisfying and the disgusting; but as is the way of
proverbs they are intended to be interpreted analogically. They
were probably open to more than one application from the first;
in this case it is not easy to see how they were intended to be
applied. Verse 7, where Job purports to provide the explanation,
is unfortunately obscure. He states that ‘they’ (unspecified) are
loathsome food that he refuses to touch. This has been inter-
preted in two main ways; that Job is alluding to his present state
and pronouncing it unacceptable, or that he is expressing his
disgust at the arguments offered by Eliphaz in the two previous
chapters.

Job now expounds the reason why he wishes that God would
grant his request and take his life (vv. 8-13). In ch. 3 he had said
that he would have welcomed death or non-existence because he
would thus have avoided the turmoil of life; now he expresses
impatience for death because he is not sure how long he will be
able to endure his present situation without sinning against the
God who has so grievously afflicted him. So he is even able to
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think of death positively, in terms of hope (tiqwd, v. 8), the word
used by Eliphaz in 4.6 and 5.16 in more conventional senses. He
even calls it a ‘consolation’ (v. 10). It is not physical pain that
makes him long for it, for that he can endure and even exult in!
Rather, the consolation of death will be that he will not have
‘concealed’, that is, failed to honour, the laws (literally ‘words’)
by which God governs the universe and determines the fates of
human beings, as he might have done if his life had been
prolonged further (v. 10c). Despite everything, God is still the
‘Holy One’. In vv. 11-12 he develops this theme further: he doubts
whether he would have the strength to face such a prolongation
of his life without committing this error, since as yet he has
received no help from God, and has even been deprived by him of
his ability to control his fate (tusiyyd, ‘success’).

In the remainder of the chapter (vv. 14-30) Job turns his anger
against his friends, charging them with failure to act towards
him in true friendship. First, in vv. 14-20, he speaks of them
(they are the ‘brothers’ of v. 15) in the third person; but in vv. 22-30
he addresses them directly. It is difficult not to see this violent
attack as being due to his feelings of frustration and hopeless-
ness, for which, in fact, he knows God to be responsible: in the
earlier verses he has identified God as the agent of his troubles
(v. 4), who even now does not respond to this despairing plea for
a quick death. So he rounds on the friends, who had left their
homes and businesses to travel great distances in order to be
with him and to mourn with him. Eliphaz, the only one who had
addressed him in an attempt to console him and offer him advice,
was probably mainly in Job’s mind here: but Job had no cause to
find fault with Bildad and Zophar, who so far had neither spoken
a word nor taken any action. This behaviour, however, is psycho-
logically very credible.

The first line of v. 14 is unfortunately untranslatable as it
stands, though it seems clear that friends and loyalty (hesed) are
mentioned. One possible emendation of the Hebrew text would
yield the following: ‘A friend does not refuse his loyalty, so aban-
doning the fear of the Almighty: in other words, loyalty to
friends, which Job finds lacking in his three visitors, is an essen-
tial characteristic of true religion. This general statement about
friendship is followed in v. 15 by a direct indictment of Job’s
friends as treacherous. They are compared to the seasonal
streams or ‘wadis’ (n¢halim) of Palestine which are swollen with
ice and snow in winter but dry up completely when summer heat
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comes. Verses 18-20 then develop the simile in an imaginative
way: v. 18 pictures desert caravans (reading ‘6rehot, ‘travellers’,
for ‘orhot, ‘paths’) turning aside from their regular routes to look
for water and dying in the trackless desert—there is a slight
change of topic here from that of unreliability to that of disap-
pointment; both are relevant to Job’s claim against the friends.
The theme of disappointment is pursued further in vv. 19 and
20, which emphasize expectations dashed. The references to
desert caravans and to Teman in Edom—Eliphaz’s home (2.11;
he is referred to throughout the book as ‘Eliphaz the Temanite’)—
and to Sheba in southwest Arabia, the home of the ‘Sabaeans’ of
1.15, provide a kind of false ‘local colour’ common to both Prologue
and dialogues, suggesting a desert-dwelling background to the
book.

From v. 21 Job turns to address the friends directly. The first
line of this verse, however, presents textual and grammatical
problems. A literal rendering, ‘for now you have become not’, is
hardly possible; one of several proposals for emendation would
yield the translation ‘Thus you have now become to me’, so
bringing the similes of the previous verses to a conclusion and
clarifying them. The second line adds emphasis to Job’s feeling
of disillusionment with a wordplay: ‘you have seen (¢ir¢it) a
horrible sight and have taken fright (wattira’i). The friends
have been repelled and frightened by the sight of Job (cf. 2.12,
where it is said that they at first found him unrecognizable) and
have recoiled—a natural reaction perhaps; though the only one
of the friends who has so far spoken to Job, Eliphaz, has given
no sign of such a reaction. Their fear, if it is not simply imagined
by Job, is clearly not the fear of infection or contagion, since the
friends are presumably still sitting on the ground in close prox-
imity to him. But Job appears now to have abandoned rational
thought about the friends and to have fallen into a state of
paranoia.

Job now finds new reasons for what he sees as the friends’
hostility towards him, asking in what way he has offended them
(vv. 22-24). Knowing that he is not at fault, he asks rhetorically
and perhaps ironically whether he has made excessive demands
on their friendship by asking them for gifts or to help him out of
a dangerous situation when he was under attack from a ruthless
personal enemy. There is certainly a touch of irony in his request
to them to tell him how he has offended (hérini, literally ‘instruct
me’, v. 24). Verses 25-26 probably allude to Eliphaz’s remarks in
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chs. 4 and 5. In v. 2 Job had—perhaps ironically—asked for
criticism of his behaviour; but now he rejects the advice that he
has actually been given. He admits that fair criticism (imre
yoser, literally ‘right words’) would have been painful (nimresii),
but holds the advice that he has received to be valueless, inap-
propriate to a person in despair (v. 26). In v. 27 he preposterously
likens his treatment by the friends to the indignities suffered by
slaves: to the casting of lots for the ownership of an orphan sold
as a slave because of an unpaid debt, or the purchase of a person’s
friend to be his personal slave. This extraordinary allegation
would be to some degree accounted for if the verse were based, as
it may have been, on some current proverbial saying and also if
it is a rhetorical question rather than an outright accusation.

Job now turns to the friends whom he has just abused and
treats them in a quite different manner, appealing to them as
though he can rely on them to understand the depths of his feel-
ings and to recognize the justice of his cause (vv. 28-30). He
swears that he has not told them lies (im-"dkazzéb) and that he
is not guilty of wrong (‘awld): his integrity (sedeq) remains unim-
paired. Verse 30b is a rhetorical question; its meaning is not
certain, however: in asking whether his palate cannot discern
hawwdét, he may be speaking of his misfortune (that is the
meaning of the word in 6.2), or of wickedness, of which he claims
to be innocent.
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In this second part of his speech Job is no longer addressing his
friends but God. In parts of ch. 6 he had spoken about God,
wishing that he would act to put an end to his life; now he makes
his complaint to him directly. The first verses have the form of a
general complaint about his wretchedness; but they are a kind of
preface to the direct address to God, beginning with v. 7, when
he appeals to him to ‘remember’, that is, to show awareness, of
the hopelessness of his existence.

In vv. 1-2, by means of rhetorical questions, Job reflects, not
yet specifically about his own state of misery, but about the state
of human existence in general. Until his recent trouble he would
not have spoken in this way since he had never known hardship
or had any direct experience of the sense of frustration of which
he now speaks so feelingly; but his new experience had taught him
to question whether life had any positive meaning at all. It had
given him a new sympathy with his fellow-creatures. For him
this scepticism was a new experience, though it had long been a
commonplace of the pessimistic literature of the ancient Near
East, which gave literary expression to what still remains the
feeling of the unknown oppressed and victimized throughout the
ages. Job describes it in terms of hard service (saba’), a word
frequently used in the Old Testament of military service or of
the hired labourer (sakir), who was bound to his master for a
fixed number of years and who was frequently treated harshly
in Israel (Mal. 3.5), despite the existence of laws intended to
mitigate his lot (Deut. 15.18; Lev. 25.53), and the slave (‘ebed).
The slave longs for the evening (‘shadow’) when he can at least
rest temporarily from his labours, and the labourer for his wages,
which were sometimes not always paid regularly or at the proper
time (Lev. 19.13; Deut. 24.14-15). But the harsh ‘service’ to which
Job refers was that of simply being human, and was for life.

Job now (vv. 3-5) applies these general reflections to his own
case, which is a particular example of a life that has been emptied
of all meaning. Not only has a long period of suffering been
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allotted to him (that is, presumably, by divine decree); he has
been made to endure nights of misery (‘@amal): in other words, his
wretchedness has made him unable to sleep in the long nights—
a common additional misery for those who are in continual pain.
In v. 5 he seeks to elicit even greater pity by describing his phys-
ical symptoms in repellent but clinical terms: his flesh is covered
with rimma, a word usually rendered by ‘worms’, but here possibly
pus, which hardens to form scabs but then breaks out again
(compare 2.7).

In vv. 7-10 Job addresses God directly. In v. 6 he had compared
his life (literally, his ‘days’) to the shuttle used in the process of
weaving, which flashes to and fro to make the woven garment,
but which carries a limited quantity of thread that soon runs
out; he makes a grim pun also on the word tiqwd, ‘thread’, which
also has the meaning ‘hope’. This is a commonplace reflection on
the ephemeral nature of all human lives; but Job here applies it
in a particularly poignant manner to his own situation, implying
that his own life is now almost over and is swiftly drawing to a
conclusion. That he who has just expressed the wish that God
would quickly bring his life to an end should complain in this
way may seem strange; but in reality this is not so when it is
seen in the context of what God has done to him; he is by implica-
tion complaining that God should have placed him, who had
formerly been enjoying the fullness of life, in a situation in
which he is constrained to wish for death.

This becomes clear when in v. 7 he adds to the reflection that
his life is a mere breath (rizah) the conviction that he personally
will never again ‘see good’, that is, experience happiness. This is
what he asks God to ‘remember’ (z¢kor, imperative). The appeal
to God to ‘remember’ something as if he might have forgotten
something or had not been concentrating on the complainant’s
plight is a regular formula in the psalms of complaint in the
Psalter, where the petitioner asks God to remember his past
mercies or the attacks and taunts of enemies (e.g., Pss. 25.6;
74.2; 89.50) or his past promises (Ps. 119.49). Here it is used to
suggest that God might even have forgotten the very mortality
of those whom he had created mortal. Such an appeal is a mark
of a desperate man. It also has an ironical undertone. The topic
is continued in v. 8, where Job reminds God that once he is dead
he will no longer be able to have him under his eye. There is no
possibility of return for those who have gone down to the
underworld (vv. 9-10).
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Finally in vv. 11-21 Job addresses his first direct anguished
complaint to God himself, accusing him of even now continuing
to persecute him for no reason. This aggressive Job, a far cry
from the meek and compliant Job of the Prologue, now inaugu-
rates his battle to win recognition of his innocence from the silent
and unresponsive God, which is a crucial motif of the ensuing
dialogue with the friends, who constantly spring to God’s defence.
This passionate insistence by Job on his integrity will have shown
the readers that the author did not regard his earlier acquies-
cence in his fate as a satisfactory response to God’s actions, and
that it was essential that God should act to justify himself. This
had the effect of creating an unbearable tension to whose resolu-
tion the readers would now impatiently look forward. God’s
response, however, was to be interminably delayed.

In v. 12 Job’s complaint is not that God ignores him; on the
contrary, he keeps continuous watch over him so that he cannot
escape from him, and he feels himself to be imprisoned. He asks
ironically whether he is one of the mythological monsters of
Western Semitic tradition: the Sea (Yam; see on 3.8) or the Dragon
(tannin) whom Yahweh was supposed to have defeated (Ps. 74.13;
Isa. 27.1;51.9-10) but whom he nevertheless continued to restrict
and keep under guard (cf. 38.8-11), lest they break out again.
That God should so treat him, a mere human being, as if he were
a powerful and dangerous beast was for Job a matter of bitter
irony. In vv. 13-14 he explains his meaning more clearly: he had
hoped to obtain relief (literally, ‘comfort’—an ironical allusion to
the friends who had come to comfort him but had failed in their
mission) through sleep; but even when he was in his bed God was
constantly terrifying him by giving him nightmares and making
him see frightening visions. Once more he makes it plain, but
now directly to God himself, that he would prefer death, even
strangling, to his present life; he has rejected his life and now
calls on God to ‘let him alone’ (v. 16). The point of his saying ‘I
shall not [or do not wish to] live for ever’ (/*6lam) is not clear:
‘6lam when used with regard to the future usually has the sense
of eternity or at least of an indefinitely extended period of time.
Some commentators take it here in a much more restricted sense,
rendering the line by ‘I shall not live long’, perhaps meaning that
as he is already near death it is pointless for God to pay such
close attention to a doomed man. This would make an appro-
priate parallel to the final words of the verse: ‘my life [literally,
days’] is a [mere] breath’ (hebel).
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Verses 17-18 are a striking example of an ironical allusion to
an earlier biblical text; they are a parody of Psalm 8, especially
vv. 3-4 of that psalm. Each passage poses the same question
‘What is mankind?’ (mah-*nés). Both purport to enquire what it
is about human beings that has caused God to pay so much atten-
tion to them. But the contexts in which this apparently general
question is asked are totally unlike, and have opposite inten-
tions. Psalm 8, a psalm dedicated to the praise and glory of God,
expresses amazement that the God who has created the heavens
with their heavenly bodies should deign to assign to his lowly
human creatures a status only slightly below his own (or alter-
natively, of his angels) and to give them control over all his other
creatures. Job, however, uses the topos to charge God with a
tyrannical and relentless control over them, shown in daily
inquisitions and unremitting examinations. There is heavy irony
in the opening words of v. 17, where Job asserts that God has
‘made much of” (higdil) his human creatures. This word, literally
‘to make great’, is frequently used in the positive and laudatory
sense of treating a person with great respect or promoting him to
an elevated position (a notion that would eminently fit the theme
of Psalm 8, though in fact it does not occur there); but here in Job
it evidently means to pay attention to someone in a pejorative
sense of paying excessive and oppressive attention to a person’s
discomfort or detriment. In this context these two verses, though
ostensibly they refer to God’s treatment of humanity in general,
serve as a personal indictment of God by Job.

In v. 19 Job applies the ostensibly general comment of the
previous verses to his own case, repeating his appeal to be let
alone and asking why (kammd) God persists in spying on him.
The inelegant ‘let me alone to swallow my spittle’ is probably a
colloquialism for ‘let me get my breath for a moment’. The first
words of v. 20 have been taken by some commentators to be an
admission of sin; but, especially in view of Job’s consistent claim
to be innocent, it is probably best taken as a conditional clause
lacking the initial ‘if’. Job is saying that even if he had sinned it
could make no difference to God as the ‘watcher of mankind’ to
persist with his over-vigilant activity as he will soon be dead. He
regards himself as having been made God’s special target
(a metaphor from archery), and ironically asks why God has
taken on himself such a ‘burden’. In the final verse of his speech,
still speaking hypothetically of ‘my [supposed] sin’, he (again
ironically) tells God that he might as well pardon it now, as he
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will soon lie in the dust and so be where even God cannot find
and persecute him. In addressing God directly in this way Job is
clearly seeking to provoke him to answer his complaint. In his
anguish and in his disappointment with the inadequate ‘comfort’
offered by the friends, he can see no other way.
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It cannot be denied that particularly in the dialogue chapters
proper (3—26) the author has to a considerable extent allowed
form to predominate over content: that is, the rigid formula by
which each of Job’s speeches is followed by a speech of one of the
friends, and the three friends speak each three times in a regular
sequence (even though the scheme remains uncompleted) makes
for a degree of artificiality and of repetition of a relatively small
number of topics. This thematic artificiality is, however, redeemed
by the ingenuity and variety of the imagery employed: each of the
friends, in particular, expresses his thoughts in a variety of ways.
If the variety, originality and beauty of the imagery are recog-
nized and savoured by the reader, and not mentally reduced to a
series of prosaic interpretations, any feeling of irritation at the
repetitiveness of the themes will be transcended by admiration
of the poetic genius of the author. It is not possible in this commen-
tary adequately to bring out this feature of the poem, though it
can to a large extent be appreciated even by the reader of a good
translation.

This first speech by Bildad exemplifies the above remarks. In
addition, it exemplifies another feature of the dialogue: that the
speeches are to a large extent isolated literary pieces, in which
the speakers rarely attempt to answer the points made by the
previous speakers but pursue their own thoughts. In this way
the reader is presented with a variety of ways of looking at the
problems raised by Job’s situation and his demand for justice
from God, but there is little development in the arguments. In
this chapter Bildad, like Eliphaz, utterly fails to understand Job’s
trouble. Although he knows that Job has suffered so severely, he
is content to defend God’s justice and his equitable treatment of
both righteous and innocent in general terms without taking this
particular case into account except, like Eliphaz (5.8), to urge Job
to commit himself to God, who will give him prosperity and happi-
ness if he is innocent. Bildad also follows Eliphaz in citing the
wise men of old as teaching that God is never unjust. Never does
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he come to terms with Job’s protestations that he is an innocent
sufferer who has been wrongly attacked by God.

Bildad begins by dismissing Job’s speech as a ‘big wind’ (v. 2).
But he does not explain why he so disparages it; and the fact that
he makes no further direct allusion to it in the course of his
speech suggests that he thinks it not worth discussion. To him it
is simply rubbish, and Job would be better not to go on talking
such nonsense. It would almost seem that he had not paid atten-
tion to it. Bildad’s first contribution, put in the form of rhetorical
questions (v. 3), is an expression of incredulity at the very thought
that God should twist or bend justice (mispat, sedeq). To him
such a notion is utterly unthinkable; that God is ex hypothesi a
God who, unlike human beings, never behaves unjustly is clearly
a basic principle on which his understanding of life is based.

Bildad does not accuse Job of having denied this principle,
though he may have seen his very protests as constituting a
denial of it. In v. 4 he somewhat tactlessly takes Job’s children—
now dead—as an example of the operation of the universal prin-
ciple of divine retribution. He does not state categorically that
they had sinned and so were handed over by God into the fatal
power of their guilt; he makes his question hypothetical: ‘If your
children sinned.” But it is difficult not to see this verse as a
hidden allusion to their actual fate, which Bildad saw as the
consequence of their evildoing.

From Job’s children Bildad turns to the case of Job himself
(vv. 5-7). Unlike his family, he is still alive, and Bildad holds out
hope for his future. But he has completely misunderstood Job’s
situation. He assures him that God will yet restore him to his
former home, though only if he now turns to God in prayer and
on the assumption that his former life was pure and upright.
Bildad was thus able to maintain his belief that God cannot
behave unjustly; it is implied that if Job has not been pure and
upright he would deserve to be destroyed as his children had
been. In fact the reader knows that Job’s conduct had been exem-
plary, and that instead of continuing to be the recipient of God’s
favour as the doctrine of retribution demanded, he had been
subjected to treatment supposedly reserved exclusively for the
wicked. Bildad’s bland assurance that Job could even now be
restored to his former home was, as it turned out, a correct
prediction of what was actually to occur (ch. 42), but at this point
it was quite unrealistic as a foreseeable prospect; moreover, as
far as could then be known it was an impossibility, since Job’s
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family, without whom there could be no real ‘home’, had been
annihilated. Bildad’s intention was no doubt intended to offer
comfort; but he was grossly insensitive in supposing that Job
could again achieve happiness without his family. To one who
had experienced God as hostile and malevolent his advice was
merely a painful mockery. The characterization of Job’s former
state as ‘small’ (v. 7a) is strange; this may be a deliberate exag-
geration to emphasize the unimaginable prosperity that could be
his in the future.

The remainder of the speech is a general exposition of the
doctrine of divine retribution, ending in vv. 20-22 with a renewed
reassurance to Job, still on the condition that he is blameless
(tam, a word used to describe him in 1.1). This passage begins
(vv. 8-10) with an appeal to the authority of the ancestors (dor
rison, literally ‘a former generation’) also known as the ‘fathers’.
These are the sages or wise men of old who by their studies
(heger, literally ‘investigation’) established and caused to be
universally accepted the principle of exact retribution that Job
(and so also the author) is questioning. Here Bildad is appealing
to a different source of authority from those cited by Eliphaz,
that is, personal experience and direct divine revelation. This
appeal rests on the wisdom lore transmitted from generation to
generation (Prov. 4.1-4, where the father hands on to his sons
what he has learned from his own father, is an example of this).
He speaks in the manner of a professor, lecturing Job on what he
is in fact already familiar with (but disputes). Bildad then (v. 9)
justifies his reliance on this traditional teaching by pointing out
that human life is too short for the acquisition of true wisdom: in
such a short span it is impossible to know anything of one’s own
knowledge (w°lo’ néda‘). Only a tradition built up over many
generations of thinkers can be relied on. This is a characteristic
topos of wisdom literature. Verse 10, in the form of a negative
rhetorical question, asserts that it is from such teachers, who
spoke out of their deep understanding, that Job ought to learn.
Bildad treats Job as if he were a particularly obtuse pupil,
ignoring what he ought to have learned through experience.

A further pair of negative rhetorical questions in v. 11 are
examples of a rhetorical style sometimes said to be character-
istic of wisdom speech but which is in fact found not infrequently
elsewhere in the Old Testament, notably in Amos 3.3-6. Metaphors
drawn from the natural world are employed to make a point
which is then repeated in plain language. These metaphors speak
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of an impossibility: plants—here the papyrus and the reed or
sedge, of which this is particularly the case—cannot flourish
without an adequate supply of water. Verse 12 repeats the
point: these plants, even though still in full growth and as yet
uncut, will wither for lack of water more quickly than others.
The metaphor is explained in v. 13: the waterless plant stands
for the godless, who, because of their alienation from God, will
have no future. An obvious fact about the natural world is thus
used to make a point about the fate of the ungodly. Bildad then
proceeds in vv. 14-15 to press home his point with another series
of metaphors. The metaphor of the spider’s web suggests that,
asin 7.6-7, the word tiqwé (v. 13) is used with a double meaning,
‘hope’ and ‘thread’, the latter denoting insubstantiality. There
is another example of this in 27.8. The godless are stupidly
confident of their impunity, but their confidence is utterly
fragile (the word commonly rendered by ‘gossamer’ in v. 14a is
of uncertain meaning) and is pictured as a house that will
collapse if someone leans against it or attempts to put his
weight on it, so precipitating his own fall from which he will
not recover.

With vv. 16-18 there is a return to plant imagery; but there is
some doubt whether these verses are a continuation of the topic
of the fate of the ungodly or whether they refer by contrast to
the righteous person: v. 16 begins simply with the word ‘he’ (h&’),
which suggests that there has been no change of subject. Although
the picture of wellbeing in vv. 16-17 by itself would be appro-
priate to the righteous, the implication of v. 18 is that this will
be of short duration—a sequence hardly in accordance with the
conventional presentation of the fate of the righteous. Thus it
makes better sense to interpret the passage as referring to the
wicked. The new metaphor for the fate of the ungodly is that of
a well-watered plant (perhaps a vine) thriving in the warmth of
the sun, solidly rooted and with spreading branches, to all appear-
ance impossible to dislodge, which can nevertheless be uprooted
and destroyed and replaced with other plants, with its very exist-
ence no longer remembered. This kind of imagery is frequently
found in the Old Testament (compare 18.16; Prov. 24.30-31; Isa.
5.4-6; Ezek. 17.7-10).

In the final verses of his speech (vv. 20-22) Bildad summa-
rizes his view of retribution and again misses the point. Job
seems now to be fully recognized as belonging to the category of
the blameless (for Bildad there are only two human types).
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This is the conventional language of the Psalms (Pss. 35.26;
126; 132.18); it even speaks of Job’s ‘enemies’, as though his
misfortunes were attributable to human agency. Probably no
specific allusion is intended: Bildad is simply the victim of his
own eloquence.
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In this speech, which continues to the end of ch. 10, Job does not
attempt to reply to Bildad’s lecture, even though his opening
words may seem to do so: ‘Truly I know that this is so.” His main
point is that he is unable to obtain a chance to vindicate himself—
to obtain an answer to his complaint from a God who, although
he has created him and constantly keeps him under observation,
nevertheless ignores his pleas. Much of these two chapters is
couched in legal language: Job desperately wants to dispute with
God as with a legal opponent, but fails to find him. In his frus-
tration he voices a growing conviction of God’s hostility. In this
chapter he refers to God mainly in the third person. Although
formally the chapter is a reply to Bildad, vv. 1-24 give the
impression of being a soliloquy, like ch. 3.

While appearing to assent to Bildad’s assertion that God never
acts unjustly, Job immediately raises a difficulty (v. 2b). His
question is a general one, but one that is of particular relevance
to his own case: if it is granted that God always acquits the right-
eous, how is it possible for any human being to know whether he
is righteous or not? How can anyone be sure that he deserves a
favourable verdict from God? Eliphaz elsewhere (4.17) had asked
the same question and concluded, on the basis of the mysterious
message that he had received, that no one is truly pure; Job,
however, is here making a somewhat different point: while
refusing to give up his claim to be innocent he finds himself
unable to prove his innocence because it is God who makes the
rules and refuses to reveal the standard on the basis of which he
makes his judgments. In other words, the question of guilt or
innocence before God is not as simple as Bildad maintains. It is
therefore impossible for any person to undertake a legal accusa-
tion (rib) disputing the correctness of God’s judgment: if God put
forward a thousand questions in his defence one would never
be able to give a satisfactory answer even to one of them (this
was later to prove to be the case when in chs. 38—41 God asked
Job a great number of unanswerable ironical questions that
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overwhelmed Job and left him speechless). In v. 4 Job gives his
reason for supposing that such an attempt would be bound to
fail (though in fact he continues to attempt this in his subse-
quent speeches): God possesses absolute wisdom (which human
beings can never possess) and absolute power.

In vv. 5-10 Job elaborates this statement with illustrations of
both God’s power and his wisdom. With regard to the former he
makes use of the characteristic literary form of the hymnic
doxology in which each item in a list of God’s works begins in
participial form (‘he who...”), a form that gives them an enduring
and not merely a temporal significance (compare, e.g., Pss.
147.2-6, 8-19; Isa. 40.22-23; 42.5; 43.16-17; Amos 9.5-6). Verses
5-7 assert God’s power to destroy the world that he has created.
According to the accepted cosmology of the ancient Near Eastern
world the earth rested on pillars (Ps. 75.3), and the mountains
also formed the foundations that gave it its stability (Ps. 46.2-3).
Ps. 93.1 confidently asserts that the world that Yahweh has
established will never be moved by hostile forces. Other texts,
however, like these verses, affirm God’s power to destabilize and
so destroy his created world. An additional feature of this
destructive power is included in the catalogue of negative divine
power: forbidding the sun to rise and preventing the stars from
shining. These thoughts, though no doubt derived from actual
knowledge or experience of such temporary, partial and local
phenomena as earthquakes, eclipses, sandstorms and the like,
add up to a picture of a return to the chaos that existed before the
world was created—a topic that was by no means rare in Hebrew
thought, as is shown by the story of the Flood in Genesis—and
are a forcible reminder that the cosmos with all that it contains,
including the human race, is finite and, from God’s perspective,
ephemeral and even dispensable.

That the negative or destructive side of God’s activity precedes
the positive and creative in these verses is rhetorically effective.
In a passage designed to give the greatest possible emphasis to
human insignificance before God, the prospect of total destruc-
tion would act more powerfully on the mind than a description of
the creation of the actual world with which all were familiar,
even though the latter commanded unrestrained admiration. In
vv. 8-10, however, the praise of God’s power is accompanied by
praise of his perfect wisdom. (Compare the account of creation in
Prov. 8.22-31, where it was by wisdom that Yahweh created the
universe.) This brief account is mainly confined to the creation
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of the heaven and the heavenly bodies apart from an allusion in
v. 8 to God’s defeat of Yam (cf. 7.12). In the same verse cosmology
is again to the fore with the reference to God’s stretching out the
heavens—a phrase echoed almost exactly in Ps. 104.2; Isa. 40.22;
44.24. The identification of the constellations named in v. 9 is
not entirely certain; but these stars evidently made a particu-
larly strong impression on ancient observers: all three are singled
out by Yahweh in his catalogue of creative acts in 38.31-32, and
two appear again in a doxology in Amos 5.8. The ‘chambers of the
south’ may be a reference to yet another constellation. Verse 10
sums up the passage, again emphasizing both God’s wisdom
(‘beyond understanding’) and limitless skill.

In vv. 11-13 Job applies these general thoughts about human
helplessness in the face of God’s absolute power and wisdom to
his own case. God can see him (and indeed keeps a strict watch
over his actions, which amounts to oppression [cf. 6.12-14]) but
makes himself inaccessible so that Job, although he feels this
oppressive presence, cannot see him. God can snatch away what-
ever he wills—human lives, happiness and reputation, as he has
done with Job and his family—and no one can stop him or even
attempt to take action against him. Job now sees God as an implac-
able enemy, giving vent to his fury as he did when he crushed the
sea monster Rahab, another mythological image comparable with
the references to Leviathan, Yam and the Dragon in 3.8; 7.12.

The theme is further pursued in vv. 14-24. Verses 14-16 are
couched entirely in forensic terms: ‘answer’, ‘choose one’s words’,
‘to be innocent’, ‘opponent’, ‘appeal for clemency’. Job is convinced
that even if he were able to bring his case, as it were to court,
God would not listen to his defence. His supreme advantage as
the divine bully who has crushed and wounded Job would be
deployed in a refusal to submit himself to questioning (v. 19);
and even if he did permit this he would be able to twist Job’s
words and to confuse him, making him condemn himself though
he was, in fact, innocent (v. 20). In v. 21 he makes his claim to
innocence absolutely plain, stating categorically ‘I am innocent’
(tam, the word used of him by the narrator in 1.1). It is not clear,
however, what is meant by ‘I do not know myself’ in this verse.
One suggestion is that it is an expression of rage or despair,
meaning ‘I am beside myself’. The same phrase occurs in Song
of Songs 6.12a, where the meaning may be ‘I am beside myself
[with joy]'. This interpretation would fit the mood of rejection of
life with which the verse ends.
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In vv. 24-26 Job reverts, as he has done before, from his own
situation to make a general indictment of God’s treatment of his
human creatures. These verses contain some of the most cate-
gorical denials in the book of the traditional belief in God’s
justice. The statement that ‘it is one’ in v. 22 is probably a
summing up of his reflection on his own fate: the fact that he
should be blameless yet driven by God to despair shows that
whether he is innocent or not is a matter of indifference to God.
He therefore draws the conclusion that this is how God always
behaves: he is implacable in his hatred of the whole human race,
dealing death to them irrespective of their deserts, even mocking
when the innocent are overwhelmed by some calamity and
conniving at the moral blindness of corrupt human magistrates,
allowing the wicked to rule the earth with impunity. In the final
phrase of v. 24 he holds God responsible for all the wickedness
that is perpetrated: if he is the real ruler of the world, he alone
must be responsible for everything that happens in it.

In vv. 25-31 Job once again (as in ch. 7) addresses God directly;
but now he does so without hope, in the knowledge that God
regards him as guilty and that there is no possibility that he will
change his mind. Job’s reflection on the brevity of his life
(vv. 25-26) may seem strange in the mouth of one who longs for
death, but the point of his reflection is expressed in the line ‘they
see no good’. It is not the brevity of his life as such of which he
complains, but the fact that there is no improvement in his condi-
tion. His days flash by like a fragile boat in the rapids or an
eagle suddenly swooping on its prey, but he derives no relief. In
vv. 27-31 he rejects as impossible two conceivable ways in which
he might escape from his misery: first, even if he made an effort
to forget his trouble and be cheerful, he would not succeed
because there is no way out from suffering in the face of God’s
condemnation of him; and secondly, any attempt to exculpate
himself by admitting that he is guilty (literally, by cleansing
himself thoroughly) will be useless because God will plunge him
again into his (supposed) uncleanness.

In view of his conviction that God is not going to abandon his
determination to hold him guilty, Job reverts in vv. 32-35 to his
earlier wish that he could summon him to a trial (mispat) in
which he could defend himself, only to conclude that the cards
are stacked against him. These verses, which refer to God in the
third person, are in the nature of a reflection. First, Job reflects
that such an unequal conflict between the all-powerful God and
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a mortal man would be a travesty of justice. Moreover, in such a
case there could obviously be no arbiter to mediate between the
two parties or to judge between them. Only if God would first
free him from the torture that he was inflicting on him (‘his rod’)
would he be able, like any litigant in an ordinary case, to speak
his mind without fear. The final phrase, literally ‘for not so am
I with me’, is obscure: it may mean ‘for I am not so in myself’.
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Deprived of the possibility of a formal trial and having now
nothing to lose, Job in this chapter determines to dare to address
God again in the strongest possible terms, though now in the
certainty that he cannot expect an answer. In even more violent
language than before (cf. 7.16; 9.21) he states that he finds his
life disgusting. From v. 2 to the end of the chapter he makes the
speech that he would make to God if he could be sure—which he
is not—that God will be listening. Using forensic language again
he asks God not to persist in holding him guilty, and boldly
enquires into God’s motives in doing so. In a rhetorical question
he ironically enquires whether he enjoys oppressing the human
beings whom he has created, but also why he appears to exempt
the wicked from this treatment, giving approval to their doings.
In vv. 4-7 he dismisses, again with a rhetorical question, any
excuse that God might have to offer: after all, God’s vision is not
limited like human vision, nor, being immortal, can he claim
that he must put intense pressure on human beings for lack of
time. Furthermore, being omniscient (as well as omnipotent) he
knows perfectly well that Job is innocent, yet he pretends an
urgency to discover and punish his supposed sin.

The verses that follow (8-13) contain one of the most remark-
able descriptions in the Old Testament of human conception and
growth in the womb, a passage that has frequently been seen as
a model of ancient ‘science’. Its purpose, however, is a polemical
one: Job lays stress on the loving care with which he as an indi-
vidual had been fashioned by God, only to express bitter aston-
ishment that this same God should now have determined to
destroy him. Asin 7.7, where he had asked God to ‘remember’ the
brevity of his life, he now ironically draws God’s attention to
something that might have slipped his mind. Like all human
beings he had been fashioned by God from clay (compare, e.g.,
4.19; Isa. 45.9; also Gen. 2.7), But God is now turning him back
prematurely to dust. From the first he had taken care of him,
supervising his impregnation with semen and his gradual
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formation in the womb, clothing him with flesh and bones. Yet
although he had thus given him life and appeared to treat him
with kindness, Job now realizes that all this apparent benevo-
lence was false. God had concealed from him his true purpose,
which had from the first been far removed from what it had
appeared to be.

Verses 14-17 expound God’s intentions towards Job more fully.
God had carefully preserved Job’s life in the past only in order to
catch him in the act of sinning; but whether he had, in fact, been
wicked or righteous would be all the same to God: though he is
innocent, God has overwhelmed him with disgrace and misery,
ruthlessly hunting him down like a lion and still constantly
adding to his troubles. Even so, in the conclusion of his speech
Job shows himself to be still clinging to the faint hope that God
might after all be capable of mercy—a thought that somewhat
mitigates his picture of him as utterly pitiless. In a final pathetic
passage (vv. 18-22) he appeals to him once more to put an end to
his misery. After repeating the wish that he had already
expressed in 3.11-16 that he had never been born—though this
time putting the responsibility for his birth squarely on God
(compare vv. 8-12)—he refers once more to the shortness of his
life and begs God to withdraw his presence so that he may enjoy
just a little respite. He knows that the land of death to which he
is going is one of perpetual and total darkness like the chaos that
reigned before the creation of the world, and that from it there
can be no return; yet even that would be preferable to his present
life.
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It can hardly be said that Zophar, the third of the friends, has a
great deal to say in his first speech that advances the discussion,
except that he introduces the question of wisdom into the debate.
Job’s inability to recognize that he is not wholly innocent, main-
tains Zophar, is the source of his trouble. Once he recognizes
that, his guilt will be removed and his life will be transformed.
Like Bildad (8.2), Zophar begins by expressing his contempt for
what Job has said. Job, he says, has prattled on at great length,
and must be answered; but—the language of the law court
appears again here—he must be made to understand that he
cannot vindicate himself simply by making interminable speeches
(compare Bildad’s dismissal of his words as a ‘great wind’). In v.
3 Zophar accuses Job of unfairness in debate by trying to silence
his opponents and even of mocking their arguments; he must be
put to shame, and Zophar is the man to do this, as Eliphaz and
Bildad have failed. Zophar’s tone is clearly more acerbic, even
hostile, than that of the previous speakers, who have shown more
sympathy with Job; and this speech marks the beginning of a
deterioration in the relationship between Job and the friends.
Zophar, in the role of accuser or hostile witness in a legal trial,
now purports to cite Job’s own words as evidence against him. In
fact this is not a verbatim report: these are not Job’s actual
words, though Zophar is accurate enough in reporting Job’s claim
to be innocent. But Zophar has misrepresented him in an impor-
tant respect: he accuses him of intellectual arrogance, claiming
‘my doctrine [leqah] is pure’ (this word does not mean ‘conduct’ as
it is often rendered). In other words, Zophar is saying that Job
has claimed to be superior to the friends not only in virtue but in
orthodoxy—a claim that, as a self-proclaimed sage, Zophar is not
prepared to accept. The reality, that Job’s speeches have been
those of a desperate man seeking to defend himself rather than of
a censorious tutor is lost on Zophar. His case is that Job cannot be
a sage since he does not understand the nature of God: he lacks
wisdom. With these words Zophar unleashes a series of issues
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that will be much debated in the rest of the book: that is, what is
wisdom? Where does it come from? In what degree, if any, can
human beings attain to it? In vv. 4-5 Zophar expresses the pious
wish that God himself, as the source of all wisdom, would appear
to Job and reveal the secrets of wisdom to him. Such an appear-
ance was, of course, precisely what Job wanted; however, Zophar’s
wish is clearly no more than a pious exclamation: he himself
claims to have all the answers, and now arrogates to himself the
role of God’s spokesman.

Zophar’s next statements are not easy to understand. In v. 6b,
elaborating on the phrase ‘the secrets of wisdom’, he states either
that these are two-sided (kip¢layim, not ‘many-sided’ as in some
translations) or that they are mysterious. The next line is even
more problematic. It may mean ‘Know that God exacts from you
less than you deserve’ or ‘Know that God overlooks part of your
guilt.” The first of these statements would be harsh, even for
Zophar; the latter is more in accordance with Zophar’s admission
later in his speech that Job is not beyond redemption. That God’s
wisdom is mysterious is affirmed in vv. 7-12.

The rhetorical questions in vv. 7-8 asking whether Job can
discover the mysteries of God’s wisdom are reminiscent of the
questions put to Job by Yahweh himself in chs. 38—41. Zophar
speaks more truly than he knows; but in fact there is no disagree-
ment among the friends or Job on this point. Job is here not
learning anything new. The heights of heaven, the underworld of
Sheol, the earth, the sea (vv. 8-9)—these mark the limitless extent
of God’s wisdom, which infinitely exceeds human ability to grasp
it. But Zophar uses this familiar topos to instruct Job as if he were
unaware of it. He points out that God knows and recognizes worth-
lessness or evil in an individual and has unlimited power to judge
and condemn him accordingly. The accent has now shifted from
God’s wisdom to his power and to a reassertion of the doctrine of
retribution. Verse 12 is evidently a proverb stating by means of a
question that a worthless person can no more acquire wisdom
than a wild ass can be born as a human being. This appears to
mean that there is no hope for such a person. But Zophar has not
said that Job is utterly worthless; and the verses that follow make
it clear that he does not in fact think so. His point has been that
because God is both all-wise and all-powerful nothing will prevent
him from exercising judgment on human shortcomings.

In vv. 13-20 Zophar holds out the possibility that Job can be
restored to his former happiness and security; but the conditions
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that he imposes are not only harsher than those imposed by
either Eliphaz (5.8-26) or Bildad (8.5-6), but also irrelevant to
Job’s case. Zophar assumes Job’s guilt: he urges him to set his
heart towards God (compare the same phrase in 1 Sam. 7.3,
where it means to serve him wholeheartedly), to stretch out his
hands in prayer and to renounce wicked conduct. He appears to
be unaware that Job had in fact always been such a person, both
exceptionally devout and exceptionally righteous, and that this
had not saved him from his present plight; but he goes on to
assure him that he has only to fulfil these conditions for all to go
well with him. He is ‘preaching to the converted’. His rigid beliefs
do not permit him to believe that a person suffering as Job is
suffering could possibly be genuinely religious and innocent.
The terrifying nightmares of which Job has complained will be a
thing of the past if Job follows his prescriptions, and all his fears
will be forgotten. In the final verse, in referring to ‘the wicked’,
Zophar is not denying that he puts Job in his present presumed
state into that category; rather, he is setting out the fate that will
be his if he does not reform. Zophar is here employing a standard
device of the wisdom literature (compare, e.g., 8.21-22; Prov.
2.21-22;10.16) that balances a statement about the positive future
of the righteous with one about the fate of the wicked.
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Job begins his long reply, which continues to the end of ch. 14, on
a new note (vv. 2-3): he now addresses himself to all the friends
as a group; and for the first time he goes beyond mere dismissal
of their arguments and contemptuously attacks their preten-
sions to wisdom. With heavy irony he attributes to them the
arrogant claim that no one can be in the right except themselves:
wisdom will ‘die’ with them because even in the future no one
will ever surpass their discernment of truth about God and his
treatment of human beings. This attack, which is hardly fair,
reveals an exasperated Job, even an offensive Job who has lost
patience. The friends, though they have sometimes spoken arro-
gantly, have never claimed that their convictions were the outcome
of their personal experience or their wit: on the contrary, they
have been doing no more than to repeat traditional teaching
about retribution, and they have admitted this (Eliphaz, 4.12-21;
Bildad, 8.8-10). Certainly they have not claimed that there is no
more to be said on the subject. Job’s resentment here is probably to
be understood as directed principally against Zophar, who has
treated him as a stupid babbler. He asserts that his brains are
the equal of those of the friends, and that all their learned talk
is no more than common knowledge.

Verses 4-6 are particularly obscure, and the Hebrew text may
well be in disorder. But they appear to have the character of a
lament in which Job complains that the truth about human life is,
in his recent experience, precisely the opposite of what the friends
have asserted: he, who is blameless and a faithful worshipper of
God, has become a laughing stock and a butt for ridicule while the
violent and brutal are left in peace.

It is not clear whether vv. 7-10 are an expression of Job’s own
sentiments or are intended as a parody of the opinions of the
friends. The latter view is perhaps supported by the use of the
second person (‘you’) in vv. 7-8. Using a topos of the wisdom liter-
ature to the effect that human beings can learn from nature—
animals, birds, plants, fish (cf. Prov. 6.6-8; 30.24-31)—dJob states
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that the fact of God’s universal power is known to all: that this
is something about which he needs no instruction. If the ‘this’ of
v. 9 refers to what has happened to him, this is a point on which
he and the friends can all agree: it is the question why God has
afflicted him that is disputed between them. The proverb quoted
in v. 11 is used to make the point that Job, like anyone else, is
capable of assessing the truth or otherwise of what is said to
him. Verse 12, also a proverb, rejects the view that only the aged,
with their long experience and knowledge of traditional lore,
possess wisdom and so can dismiss Job’s own knowledge and inter-
pretation of what has just happened to him.

Verses 13-25 are a hymn, not to God but about him (we should
note that many of the verbs describing God’s activities, as in
many of the hymns in the Old Testament, are participles). The
subject is God’s possession of perfect wisdom, but this is accom-
panied, as in other such passages, by the notion of his absolute
power. (Cf. Prov. 8.22-31, where Yahweh first creates Wisdom
and then performs his creative acts in Wisdom’s presence and
the briefer statement in Prov. 3.19 that he founded the earth by
Wisdom.) This association of God’s power with his wisdom has an
analogy in the Old Testament concept of human wisdom: wisdom
is not conceived abstractly or philosophically but concretely. To
acquire wisdom is always to acquire power—the practical power
to get things done. So here wisdom is God’s skill, both in creating
the world and in managing it and controlling human society.

This is not the first time that the author of the book has made
use of the hymnic form. The hymn put into Job’s mouth in 9.5-10
is concerned wholly with God as creator. The hymn in the present
chapter more closely resembles that spoken by Eliphaz in 5.9-16,
which speaks, inter alia, of God’s power over his human crea-
tures. The perceptive reader will, however, ask why Job introduces
this hymn into his speech and what part it plays in the speech as
a whole. Neither he nor his friends needed to be reminded of
God’s unlimited power: and pure praise of the God who is respon-
sible for Job’s misery is hardly to be looked for in this embittered
Job. What can be his motive, and what is the function of this
passage in the speech as a whole? The answer to this question is
perhaps to be found in the particular activities of God to which
Job has chosen to refer. It is important to notice that the emphasis
lies on God’s destructive power, and on his capriciousness. Job is
speaking from personal experience when he describes how God
interferes with human lives, choosing to dishonour and depose
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distinguished and powerful leaders from the positions of honour
to which he had himself presumably promoted them, without
being answerable to anyone for his actions. In other words, under
the cover, as it were, of a hymn of praise, Job is hinting that God
exercises his admitted absolute power irresponsibly.

Significantly, the first of God’s activities mentioned in this
list is his power to destroy: no human being can rebuild what
God has pulled down or free those whom he has imprisoned
(v. 14—it is interesting to note that the second line of this verse is
a clear echo of what Zophar had said in 11.10, but with a very
different intention). Verse 15 hints at God’s indifference to human
needs: in contrast with the common view that the sending of rain
is one of the greatest blessings that God bestows (cf. Eliphaz
in 5.10; Pss. 72.6; 135.7; 147.8), Job here mentions in this connec-
tion only the two evils of drought and disastrous floods; then in v.
17, after ironically repeating from v. 13 the slogan that God is
all-wise and all-powerful, he proceeds to an account of God’s
treatment of distinguished human beings—counsellors, judges,
kings, priests, nobles and other notable persons, stripping them
of their dignity, making fools of them, depriving them of their
authority and their powers of judgment (vv. 17-21).

The relevance of the statements in v. 22 that God brings light
out of the depths of darkness is not certain; but the verse should
probably be taken together with vv. 23-25, which turn from indi-
viduals to nations: by depriving them of their leaders’ capability
to govern and leaving them, so to speak, to wander in a pathless
desert, groping in the darkness like drunkards, God destroys
whole peoples on whom he had previously conferred power and
prosperity. Verse 22 may thus mean that in further extending
his destructive work he reveals his hidden mysterious powers. The
impression left with the reader of this passage is that despite God’s
unlimited power and ‘wisdom’ there is no meaning or purpose in
his world.
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In this chapter Job has clearly reached a turning-point in his
struggle. He no longer has any hope: God may well kill him for
his audacity, but he is determined nevertheless to put his case
before him, even though he has no faith in his justice (v. 13). It is
as if he is appealing, so to speak, over the head of the God whom
he knows to a higher truth. He is more insistent than ever on
bringing his case to trial in a direct confrontation with God. Once
more the forensic mode is to the fore. Job insists on knowing
what charges God is bringing against him (v. 23). Meanwhile he
rounds on the friends even more fiercely than before, accusing
them not only of being useless but of bolstering their arguments
with lies.

He begins with an assertion that he has seen and heard ‘every-
thing’ and understood it. In ‘everything’ he presumably includes
what he has learned about God’s destructiveness as related in the
previous chapter. In v. 2 he repeats the claim that he had made in
12.3 that he is no less intelligent than the friends; but the knowl-
edge to which he refers is not the same. In 12.3 he was referring
at least partly to Zophar’s dubious assurance made in 11.13-19
that he can rely on God’s mercy; here it is his own experience of
God’s unpredictable behaviour to which he refers. The friends,
who should have been ‘healing’ him—that is, giving him comfort—
have not only proved worthless but have covered up the truth
with lies. In v. 5, perhaps alluding to their initial silent sympathy
(2.13), he sarcastically tells them that in their case the only
possible ‘wisdom’ would be to say nothing at all—perhaps an
allusion to the proverb in Prov. 17.28 to the effect that it is when
fools shut their mouths that they may acquire a reputation for
wisdom. He then, despite the fact that they had already dismissed
what he has had to say as mere stupid vapourings, demands again
that they listen to him.

Job, as has been said, sees himself as about to institute legal
proceedings against God. But first he voices his objections against
those—namely, the friends—who will be the witnesses in the
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case, on the grounds of their partiality: they are, in fact, false
witnesses. But he is confident that, although they will be speaking
in God’s defence, God will find them out and silence them with a
display of his terrifying power. These verses (7-12) well illustrate
the paradoxical character of Job’s attitude towards God: on the
one hand his case is that God ignores the principle of justice with
regard to himself, yet on the other he does not doubt that God will
uphold the principle of justice in rejecting out of hand those who
give false testimony in his (God’s) defence. These witnesses will
not succeed in their attacks on him because their arguments are,
in fact, empty of truth.

Still addressing the friends (vv. 13-19) Job emphatically
demandstobeheard (thereis a strong emphasis on the pronoun T’).
The friends are peremptorily told to keep silent. He emphasizes
the danger of what he is about to do: he is taking his life in his
hands, and he recognizes that God may strike him dead.
He has no hope (a more probable rendering than ‘yet will I trust
in him’ as in some versions). He is about to defend his conduct in
a face-to-face encounter. He has nothing to lose; the only thing
from which he can derive a slight consolation (literally ‘salvation’,
v. 16) is that he is not godless: if he were he would never be able
even to approach God, who would not tolerate this. He now makes
a formal declaration in strictly legal terms that he has prepared
his case (‘arakti mispat) and is ready to plead. His assertion in the
second line of this verse (18) means not that he knows that he will
win his case against God but that he knows that he is in the right
or that he is innocent. His rhetorical question in v. 19, ‘Who is
there that can make out a case against me?’, implies that no one,
not even God, can prove that he is guilty; if such an outcome were
a possibility he would say no more and would expire.

In vv. 20-28 Job now addresses God directly. First, he asks for
two concessions that he believes to be essential if he is to receive
a fair trial. He does not after all, however, actually proceed to
the formal defence that he has announced, and indeed never
does so; in fact the legal metaphor ceases to be consistently
employed soon after this. The statement in v. 20 that if these two
things are granted Job will not hide from God is somewhat
surprising, as up to now he has never tried to do so: rather the
contrary. The meaning may be that if they are not granted he
will have to acknowledge defeat and so will have to retreat from
God in terror for ever. Unfortunately it is not clear what are the
two things for which he asks. One of them, certainly, is stated in
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v. 21. There Job repeats the request that he has so often made
before, that God should cease to oppress him and to terrify him.

In vv. 22 and 23 Job is still calling for a legal contest. He
offers God two alternatives: either that God should begin by
summoning him to court, when he would answer the charges
against him, or that he should be allowed to initiate the proceed-
ings and await God’s reply. (It may be noted that the offering of
these alternatives appears to imply that the roles of accuser and
defender are interchangeable, or that each of the protagonists is
prosecuting the other; or, equally, that each has a case to answer.
This ambiguity runs through much of the book. Ultimately it
represents two facets of the same issue and so does not affect the
course of the debate.) In fact the two alternatives proposed by Job
are illusory, since God makes no move to speak but reserves his
reply. Job is thus obliged to make his case without further delay.

Job’s challenge to God in v. 23 to provide him with a list of
sins of which he is accused is tantamount to a formal repetition
of his previous claims to be innocent. The appeal is to what may
be called ‘natural justice’: it is wrong for a defendant not to be
told of what crimes he is charged; and Job makes it clear that
this is precisely his situation. That being established, he
proceeds to his indictment. God, he maintains, ‘hides his face’
from him—not in the sense in which the psalmists in the
complaint psalms use the phrase, that God withholds his favour
from the complainant, but that like a careless or indifferent
judge he refuses to consider Job’s case. Here Job is viewing God
in a dual and immoral role as acting at the same time both as
prosecutor and judge in his own cause; a judge who has already
decided that Job is guilty without first giving him a hearing,
and who is implacably hostile to him.

The indictment in vv. 25-28 follows a course that is already
familiar to the reader. Job begins by stressing his utter helpless-
ness: he vividly compares his terror at God’s persecution with
the situation of a fallen leaf or a bit of dry chaff driven willy-nilly
by the wind; then, changing the metaphor, he accuses God of
having already decreed (literally, ‘written down’) his punishment
(literally, ‘bitter things’), bringing up against him sins committed
in his youth. What these were is not explained; but Job, whether
they were inadvertent or because they lie in the distant past,
evidently does not consider that they affect his basic claim to
innocence or that they can be the cause of his present persecu-
tion. Using fresh metaphors whose precise meaning is not entirely
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clear, he complains that he is treated like a closely guarded
prisoner whose every action is noted, and concludes by wondering
how God can take such trouble to persecute such a worthless
person as himself. This final verse makes a kind of inclusio or
frame for his words in v. 25.
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This final section of Job’s speech is principally a sombre reflection
on human impermanence and the finality of death. It is mainly
expressed in general terms, but Job’s intention is obviously to
apply these thoughts to himself; from time to time he breaks off
to address God directly as the one wholly responsible for this
deplorable state of affairs and for his, Job’s, situation in partic-
ular. The chapter has been described as an elegy; but it is not an
independent poem. Its thought is closely connected with what
has preceded, and especially with the final verse of ch. 13, which
can be interpreted in an impersonal sense (its initial words, liter-
ally translated, are ‘He wastes away’, which may refer to humanity
in general). The present chapter, then, should be seen as part of
Job’s indictment of the God who has appointed death for his
human creatures.

In vv. 1-6 Job expresses astonishment at God’s perversity in
concentrating his attack on a person whom he has already inexo-
rably doomed to death and at the turmoil that inevitably charac-
terizes human life. The comparisons of human beings with a
flower that quickly fades and with a passing shadow is a common-
place of Hebrew poetry (cf., e.g., Ps. 103.15-16; Isa. 40.6-8 and,
with an individual reference, Pss. 102.11; 109.23). But he argues
that it is unreasonable that in addition God should single out an
individual to be the object of his particular surveillance and
persecution. Job admits—without changing his plea of (compar-
ative) innocence—that all human beings are by nature ‘unclean’
in God’s sight: he would not disagree with Eliphaz’s statement in
4.17; but since God already knows when they will die, he appeals
to him to desist from persecution and to allow them to live out
their lives in peace. They should at least be allowed to derive
some enjoyment, even if it is as little as a master allows to his
hired labourers. This appeal is not in contradiction with Job’s
persistent plea for a swift death for himself: at this point he
is speaking on behalf of mankind generally—this is part of his
indictment that God is unfair not only to him but to all.
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The ‘little poem’ of vv. 7-12, though poetically complete in itself,
does not stand in isolation. It elaborates the thought of v. 5 about
the inescapability of death for human beings, and leads on to Job’s
forlorn wish in vv. 13-17 that God might have ordained things
differently. It reflects the universal longing for immortality that
is a prominent theme in ancient Near Eastern mythology. Job
wonders why God has given the possibility of new life to the vege-
table kingdom yet has denied it to human beings. Even a tree after
being felled may have ‘hope’—this is an evocative word used by
Eliphaz (4.6) and Zophar (11.18) to encourage Job; but they are
thinking only of the present life, when a pleasant and prosperous
state will be available to him if he trusts and fears God. Here Job
goes deeper: for him it is precisely the knowledge of mortality that
is the cause of human misery. Human beings lack the inherent
vitality of plant life; their powers fail, and they simply cease to
exist (there is a poignancy in ‘where are they?’, v. 10). ‘Until the
heavens are no more’ (v. 12) does not imply that they will revive at
the end of the world; this phrase is a common image of perpetuity
(cf., e.g., Deut. 11.21; Ps. 72.17; 89.29).

The meaning of part of the following verses (13-17) has been
disputed, and there is also a textual problem in v. 16. But it is
clear that Job, now reverting to the personal, here indulges in a
fanciful dream of a highly improbable situation in which God
might after all behave kindly towards him. He imagines God’s
protecting him by hiding him temporarily in the underworld—an
extraordinary notion, since Sheol was the place from which no
one ever returned—until his anger subsided. In other words, he
envisages the notion of God’s protecting him from himself G.e.,
from God). This appears to be a paradoxical concept: of a God as
it were beyond God—a God of mercy set against a God of wrath.
Here, even if we conclude that Job is guilty of confusion, Job’s
theological notions are undoubtedly more complex than the
narrow and rigid views of the friends. In this fantasy God would
fix a time for releasing him from Sheol and would ‘remember’
him—that is, would resume his former benevolent attitude
towards him.

There is some uncertainty about the first line of v. 14, which
is frequently rendered as a question: ‘If a man dies, can he live
again? This seems to be inappropriate to the context, and the
line may in fact mean ‘If a man could die and live again...” If so,
Job is affirming that he would endure the hardship (‘service’) of
that sojourn in Sheol until he was released from it. In vv. 15-17
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he imagines what his life would be like. ‘Call’ and ‘answer’ in
v. 15 are no longer used in the legal sense but, as elsewhere in
the Old Testament, to describe a friendly relationship. This
thought is pursued in v. 16; but there the Hebrew text of the first
line has been called into question. The Syriac translation there
has a negative (‘not’) absent from the Hebrew, matching the ‘not’
of the second line. An emendation is probably not justified: Job
appears to be saying that while God will continue to scrutinize
his conduct he will no longer be on the watch to catch him in the
act of sinning. Any sins that he might commit would be, as it
were, locked away and sealed so as to be forgotten.

All this, however, was only a dream. In the closing verses of
his speech Job returns to reality. God destroys human hopes:
they decay and perish as time passes just as does the fabric of
the world itself. Even mountains suffer gradual erosion; rocks,
usually regarded as symbols of stability and permanence, are
dislodged and crash down; stones are washed away by floods and
soil is swept away by torrents. This imagery of change and decay
in the structure of the world as metaphor for the destruction of
human hopes is powerful and sombre, and at the same time real-
istic. The speech ends (vv. 20-22) with a vivid picture of dying
and death. Death is not seen as a ‘natural’ happening but as the
action of God who overwhelms human beings with his infinite
power: he ‘sends them away’ and they cease to exist (literally,
‘they go’). It is not clear whether vv. 21-22 refer to the physical
and mental decay that often precedes death or to the state of
death itself. God ‘alters the face’, that is, changes the appear-
ance of those whom he consigns to death, and deprives them of
memory, so that they no longer know what is happening around
them—whether their own children are successful in life or not.
If v. 22 refers to the dead, it is unusual in its attempt to describe
their feelings; for the author, death is not a state of total oblivion
(contrast 3.13, where it is a happy release) but rather one of pain
and mourning.
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In this second speech Eliphaz matches Job’s increasing hostility
towards the friends. He no longer holds out for Job the prospect
of an end to his troubles provided that he fulfils certain condi-
tions, but asserts that he has condemned himself with his own
lips (vv. 5-6); and on the assumption of his guilt he simply repeats
in somewhat different words, as having the unimpeachable
authority of tradition, the old tale of the inevitable downfall of
the wicked (v. 20) and the ungodly (v. 34). At this point, the
beginning of the second ‘cycle’ of speeches, the reader may well
ask what purpose is being served by the introduction of a second,
and even a third, round of speeches. Have the friends not already
said all that they have to say? It must be acknowledged that
from this point onwards they have little to add that is essentially
new. The new things that are said are said by Job, whose speeches
enliven the dialogue and so forestall the ennui that might other-
wise be produced by the friends’ repetitiveness. Not only does Job
have new things to say; it is he who, humanly speaking, is the hero
of the book, whose story is the centre of attention. In relation to
him there is constant movement and progression, both in external
events (from prosperity to misery and back again) and in his
thoughts and arguments, whereas the friends’ situation is static,
manifesting only a growing increase in impatience with Job. It is
not their story. Likewise, although it is possible to a limited
extent to distinguish between their traits of character, these
differences are hardly enough to form a focus of interest for the
reader. Nevertheless, their speeches—all of them—serve an
important purpose; indeed, they are indispensable to the progress
of the book. It is not only that they provide a clear account of the
traditional beliefs against which Job is contending and that the
tenacity of these beliefs among the author’s contemporaries is
underlined by their unanimity; the friends also act as necessary
foils to Job, inciting him to ever fresh tirades and also providing
relief by breaking up what could have been a single, lengthy and
tedious diatribe.
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Eliphaz begins, as have Bildad (8.2) and Zophar (11.2-3), by
disparaging Job’s words but also accusing him of deviousness.
Job has claimed in 12.2-3 and 13.2 to be the equal of the friends
in knowledge—that is, wisdom; and indeed, in asserting his
views as against the teaching of the friends, he has by implica-
tion claimed to be wiser than they. Eliphaz rejects this claim
with his very first word. Like the others, he begins with a ques-
tion: ‘Does a wise man [hakam]...’ speak the way Job has spoken?
Job’s self-proclaimed knowledge is ‘windy knowledge’: that is,
his words have been dictated by his feelings rather than by
reason, so (v. 3) they serve no purpose and are useless. This, says
Eliphaz, is not the way a truly wise man argues. Indeed, Job’s
words are positively harmful: they are irreligious. By his disre-
spectful speech about God he has undermined the practice of
meditation on God’s deeds and teaching that characterizes the
truly pious (compare Ps. 119.97, 99 and passim). It is not certain
which of Job’s words Eliphaz has in mind; it may be his ques-
tioning of God’s justice, or his depiction of God’s destructiveness
in 12.13-25. Eliphaz then goes further: he claims to have detected
the cause of Job’s impious words. No one could speak as he had
spoken whose mind had not been corrupted by sin; Job must
therefore be guilty of sins that he had concealed, and it is these
sins that have dictated his words and made him speak with guile,
intent on leading others astray (vv. 5-6).

Verses 7-10 are ironical and still concerned with Job’s claim to
superior wisdom. Eliphaz mockingly suggests that the profun-
dity of wisdom to which he lays claim could be possessed by no
ordinary human being, and asks whether he is the mythological
‘primal man’ who existed before the creation of the world. The
reference is clearly not to the first man Adam of Genesis 1-3,
who was not pre-existent, nor was he born: rather he was created
by God. The myth in question is not directly recorded in the Old
Testament, but there seems to be a hint of it in Ezek. 28.12-19,
where the king of Tyre is portrayed in terms of a primal being
full of wisdom who was later found to be sinful and was cast out
of Eden. There is perhaps a further allusion to this myth in Job
38.4, 21, where Yahweh ironically enquires whether Job was
present at the creation of the world and so acquired knowledge of
its workings. Another form of the myth appears in Prov. 8.22-31,
where it is not a human being but personified Wisdom who claims
to have been created by Yahweh as the first of his acts of crea-
tion, ‘before the hills’ (cf. Job 15.7b). The question of the origin
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of wisdom is also raised in Job 28, where it is concluded that only
God knows where it is to be found.

Eliphaz asks in v. 8 whether Job has listened in God’s council.
This recalls certain passages in Jeremiah that seem to suggest
that this is a special privilege of Yahweh’s prophets. But here the
allusion is clearly not to the prophets. To have heard what is said
in God’s ‘council’ (see on 1.6) and so to acquire God’s own wisdom
would be the privilege of the ‘primal man’ of v. 7. Job is asked
whether he alone possesses that wisdom. In vv. 9-10 Eliphaz
makes a somewhat more modest claim for himself and his friends—
probably for himself in particular: they must be wiser than Job
because they—or at least one of them—are much older. This is an
argument that Job had already rejected in 12.12. The question will
be raised again in 32.6-10, when Elihu also rejects it.

In v. 11 Eliphaz refers to his own earlier speech, which Job
has unreasonably rejected although it was, in Eliphaz’s own
opinion, both consolatory and gentle. (He refers to it as ‘the
consolations of God’, presumably claiming to be God’s authorized
spokesman.) In calling it consolatory or comforting he is presum-
ably alluding to his statement in 4.17-21 that no human being is
righteous in God’s sight, repeated here in vv. 14-16, and to his
encouraging assertion that God is ready to pardon and restore
those who accept his discipline. He cannot understand why Job
should not accept this sound doctrine, but presumes that he
judges it to be too feeble or irrelevant to his situation. He finds
Job’s reaction to it senseless, showing that he has lost control of
his judgment (literally, ‘heart’), so that he has turned against
God with angry words (vv. 12-13). Job’s claim to be righteous
Eliphaz regards as overstated; in a rhetorical question in v. 14 he
points out that perfect righteousness is an impossibility for
human beings, contrary to their nature. He repeats his earlier
statement in 4.18, that even God’s angelic servants, here called
‘holy ones’ as in 5.1, are imperfect: God cannot wholly trust them.
The ‘heavens’ in v. 15b may refer to the heavenly bodies, here also
regarded as God’s servants (cf. 38.7). This is a clear statement
that although he is surrounded by a host of such celestial serv-
ants, the supreme God (El) has no rivals who might dispute his
absolute power. The present argument is an a fortiori one: if even
these are untrustworthy (the author may here have had the
mysterious incident of Gen. 6.1-4 in mind), mankind is obviously
far more imperfect. In order to press his point home Eliphaz here
in turn overstates his case, describing human nature (including,
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of course, himself) in the most extreme terms as abominable,
corrupt and, in a particularly vivid phrase, drinking wickedness
like water.

Eliphaz ends his speech (vv. 20-35) with a description of the
misfortunes that will be the lot of the wicked (though he does not
say when this will happen). The theme is basically the same as
that of a passage in Eliphaz’s first speech (5.12-14) and one of
Bildad (8.18-19), but is here expressed in much greater detail.
Eliphaz does not claim originality for it; he explicitly states, as
had Bildad in 8.8-10, that it is the teaching of the sages of old,
though he also claims that it corresponds to his own experi-
ence—‘what I have seen’, v. 17. The first of these claims makes
good sense. This is a ‘set piece’ of traditional wisdom teaching. It
does not mention Job, nor does it identify him with the ‘wicked’
(v. 20) who are its subject, nor does it balance its assertions with
a corresponding statement about the fate of the righteous. But
it implies, despite Eliphaz’s earlier statement of vv. 14-16 that
all human beings are steeped in sin, that the ‘wicked’ are a
definable class of irredeemable persons for whom there is no
escape from the consequences of their wickedness. Here Eliphaz
is making a different point. The passage is intended as a
warning to Job to avoid falling into such a trap. However, it
falls on deaf ears, because Job knows from his own experience,
and will state plainly, especially in his later speeches, that the
facts are precisely the opposite of what Eliphaz asserts (e.g.,
21.7-13, 30.32).

In vv. 17-19 Eliphaz states his intention to tell Job what he
knows about the wicked, and insists that it is now Job’s turn to
listen. He equates his own observations with the teaching of the
sages—perhaps because the latter have so coloured his outlook
that he sees everything from their standpoint. He stresses the
antiquity of this tradition, handed on through many generations.
In v. 19 he is clearly concerned to emphasize its purity: it has not
been corrupted by alien notions. However, it is not clear what is
the ‘land’ to which he refers, which had been given exclusively to
the early sages. The context in which the book is set—the
non-Israelite provenance of Job and the friends—rules out any
possibility that Eliphaz has in mind the occupation of Canaan
by Israel (described in the book of Joshua); and in any case it
could not be said that Israel at that time had no contact with
foreigners! For this reason some critics have regarded v. 19 as
a gloss expressing Jewish orthodoxy. But Eliphaz may be
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referring to some otherwise unknown episode in the history of
his own people.

Verses 20-26 do not purport to describe the final fate of the
wicked. Rather, they are intended, somewhat unrealistically, to
represent them as perpetually terrified of the fate that might be
theirs. They know that they will not be able to escape the dark-
ness of premature death but will surely be destroyed (v. 22),
because they have impiously dared to oppose God. In a series of
vivid images v. 27 now moves to a description of the actual fate
whose anticipation has been tormenting them. Though they
have become sleek and fat with self-indulgence (v. 27), they are
destined to lose all their wealth, to be driven to live in degrading
circumstances and to wither away like a dried up plant, unable
to bring their plans to fruition, and perhaps (vv. 33-34) to remain
childless. Only in v. 34 does Eliphaz give a specific instance of
their crimes: bribery here means corruption of judges and
witnesses in the courts—a practice frequently condemned in the
Old Testament laws. But the speech concludes (v. 35) with a
much wider though less specific indictment. Is it coincidence
that some of what Eliphaz says about the fate of the wicked
could be descriptive of what had happened to Job? There is,
however, no direct allusion to him, and Eliphaz may not have
had him in mind. On the other hand, if Eliphaz had believed
Job’s claim to be wholly undeserving of his fate he probably
would not have spoken in this way.
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Of this speech of Job’s, which continues through ch. 17, it cannot
be said that he has any essentially new arguments to put forward.
It consists mainly of a renewed bitter complaint, sometimes
expressed in extreme metaphorical terms, about God’s treatment
of him, stressing his utter helplessness in the face of God’s attacks.
Ironically, the depiction of his sufferings here has affinities with
passages in individual complaint psalms in the Psalter in which
the psalmist complains to God of attacks by his human enemies;
but the enemy is now God himself. The friends are only occasion-
ally mentioned after the first few verses. Only occasionally also is
God addressed. The main impression is of a monologue; neverthe-
less the effect of the speech is that of a cry to God for pity.

Job’s opening words (vv. 2-6) contain the only allusion in the
speech to the previous speeches of the friends, mainly to them as
a group but in v. 3 to a single person, presumably Eliphaz who
has just spoken. Continuing the disputants’ by now regular prac-
tice of mutual contempt for opposing arguments, Job points out
that he has heard it all before and not only from them but from
others: their words have thus been a waste of breath. They have
claimed to bring comfort to him, but all that they have done is to
make things worse for him: they are all ‘comforters who have
brought trouble’ (‘@mal). If he were in their place, he tells them,
he could give the same advice and shake his head over them (in
exasperation, or perhaps in derision). If they were in pain he could
speak comfortingly to them to relieve their pain (v. 5). Here he is
speaking ironically: if words could put things right, as the
friends seem to think, he would use them; but Job is now contemp-
tuous of mere words: he knows that for such a purpose words are
ineffective. He points out that all the friends’ speeches have made
no difference at all to his own suffering. On the other hand, to
keep silent (as in 2.13) has not helped either; in other words,
nothing can help him.

In vv. 7-17 Job tries to express his conviction of God’s unre-
lenting antagonism to him in a lament in which he evokes a series
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of pictures of violent assault and humiliation. The meaning of
vv. 7-8 is not clear: they probably refer to Job’s sickness. In vv. 7b
and 8a Job accuses God directly (this has been ignored in modern
translations, though not in Av and rv). In v. 9 he views God as an
enemy who falls on him like a wild beast. “They’ in v. 10 are Job’s
human enemies, who, seeing that Job is a victim of God’s anger,
insult and abuse him. In v. 11 he laments that God has deliber-
ately subjected him to their malice. These verses are reminiscent
of passages in complaint psalms, such as Psalms 22, 31 and 35,
and are not to be taken literally: no one has in fact behaved in
such ways.

In vv. 12-14 Job dramatically depicts the suddenness of God’s
attacks on him, using the imagery of the battlefield. He remem-
bers his former state of carefree prosperity that was so rudely
shattered by a brutal physical attack; then, slightly changing
the metaphor, he speaks of himself as the victim of an ambush
or a concerted attack in which he had found himself surrounded
by God’s troops of bowmen (not to be distinguished from God
himself) who used him as a target, shooting him with their
arrows and destroying his kidneys and liver. This latter image is
not far from the literal truth, as Job is in fact suffering from a
loathsome disease (2.7) whose external symptoms point to an
internal disorder; but the imagery is also symbolic: the kidneys
were associated in Hebrew thought with the affections, and the
word ‘gall’ (m¢rérd) is derived from a root meaning ‘bitterness’. In
v. 14 these attacks are described as incessant, like the assaults
of a determined hand-to-hand fighter as in v. 12, which together
with v. 14 marks out the limits of the pericope. In vv. 15-17 Job
drops the highly metaphorical language of the previous verses.
Despite God’s attacks on him he in fact remains alive; but he
feels that death is near. The wearing of sackcloth was a conven-
tional sign of mourning for the dead; and although Job would, of
course, be mourning the death of his children, v. 15 probably
means that he has prepared for his own death. His statement
that he has ‘laid his horn in the dust’ may have a similar meaning,
that his life is over. The ‘deep darkness’ on his eyelids in v. 16
also stands for the approach of death. But he still stoutly main-
tains his innocence of any crime and the sincerity of his piety.

Much of vv. 18-22 presents great difficulties in the Hebrew,
and some lines have been rendered and interpreted in quite
different ways by the commentators, as a comparison between
various modern versions (e.g., RSV, NRSV, NEB, REB) clearly shows.
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There can be no certainty about such passages. What is clear,
however, is that Job is giving God as it were a last chance to
recognize the validity of his case before he dies. Having accused
him in vv. 7-17 of deliberate brutality he now once more changes
his tack and treats him as one who could conceivably be amenable
to reason. This ambivalent attitude towards God is a frequent
feature of his speeches and is intended to provoke the readers to a
serious consideration of the tremendous issues at stake for them-
selves and ultimately for all human beings. The paragraphs that
follow here will present a selection of possible readings of the text
that seem to the present writer to have the greatest probability.

The meaning of v. 18 at least is plain. Job, who has pointed
out in 7.21 that it is the earth (that is, the soil) that will receive
his body when he is dead, so putting him beyond the sphere
where God could find him whether to pardon or to persecute him,
now makes an appeal to the earth not to cover his blood. This
presupposes that Job will die a violent death, like Abel (Gen.
4.10), whose blood cried to God for vengeance. The notion alluded
to here (as also, for example, in Isa. 26.21; Ezek. 24.8) is that the
murderer will then be found and punished. But here the murderer
(when Job’s anticipated death occurs) will be God himself! It is
with v. 19 that the difficulties of this passage begin. Job main-
tains that ‘even now’ there is a witness, not on earth but in heaven,
who will testify on his behalf. Who can this witness be? Opinions
are divided. Strange though it must seem, the most probable
answer to this problem is that it is God himself! Although, as has
been seen, the existence of lesser heavenly beings subordinate to
God is pre-supposed in the book, it is difficult to suppose that Job
could imagine any one of them in this role; indeed, he had already
rejected the possibility of a mediator between himself and God in
9.33. An alternative proposal, that Job means that his own
lament will be an effective witness in heaven, is equally implau-
sible. The most probable solution is therefore that in these two
verses we have another example of Job’s ambivalent attitude
towards God. In other words, although Job believes that God is
the cause of his troubles, he also knows that God knows him to
be innocent, and he still cannot wholly believe that he will not
acknowledge this to be so.

If the above interpretation of v. 19 is correct, vv. 20-21, though
difficult, are best understood as continuing to refer to the ‘witness
in heaven’. The ambivalent attitude towards God as implacable
adversary and yet just judge is still maintained. Verse 20 thus
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expresses a hope that the ‘witness’ will act as Job’s friend and
interpreter when he weeps before God, and v. 21 that he will
plead on Job’s behalf, although Job is a mere human being, just
as on the purely human level a man might plead for his neigh-
bour. (It should be noted that some of the modern versions render
v. 20 quite differently). The point of v. 22 is to draw attention to
the urgency of the matter: when Job is dead it will be too late.
The way of no return’ is of course the path to the abode of the
dead (compare 10.21-22). The mention of ‘a few years’ may seem
to detract from the sense of urgency that Job intends to convey;
but the word ‘year’ in Hebrew is often used imprecisely, and it is
the word ‘few’ that conveys the essential point.
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This chapteris a continuation of Job’s monologue, with occasional
verses addressed to God (vv. 3-4) and to the friends (v. 10). It is
mainly concerned with Job’s thoughts about his coming death,
together with the abandonment of all hope. He feels himself to
be already in the grip of death (v. 1), and proceeds to enumerate
the causes of this feeling. He has become the object of mockery
and antagonism when he might have expected sympathy (v. 2).
Here he does not specify the friends, though he probably inter-
prets the tone of their speeches in this way. Verses 3-5 are diffi-
cult. In v. 3, apparently addressing God directly and speaking
metaphorically, he refers to a pledge made to God that God must
honour because there is no one else to do this. This is the tech-
nical language of security for loans: in Israelite law and practice
a debtor who could not discharge his debt promptly was obliged
to deposit some object in his possession as a guarantee of later
payment. Job sees himself as being in the position of a debtor
who has offered a pledge of his integrity; if God does not accept
it, he is lost. Since God has made the friends incapable of recog-
nizing Job’s innocence (v. 4a), God cannot claim any credit from
this situation (this may be the best interpretation of v. 4b).
Verse 5 is probably a proverb, whose meaning and relevance,
however, are not clear. It may refer to persons who invite their
friends to a meal while their children are starving; but who are
those persons?

After returning to his previous complaint that he has become
an object of mockery and contempt (v. 6) and to his lament that he
is near to death (v. 7; compare v. 1), Job makes ironical comments
on those who fail to understand the truth about his situation.
The righteous and innocent (or does Job mean those who claim to
be righteous and innocent?) are appalled at ‘this’—that is, Job’s
wretched misery (an allusion to 1.12, 13), but their perturbation
is not due to a recognition that he is an innocent sufferer. On the
contrary, they regard him in their ignorance as godless, deserving
his horrible fate (v. 8). This feeling makes them all the more



94 Job 17

determined to hold on to their own blameless way of living (v. 9).
These verses are an indirect allusion to the friends, whose lack
of insight Job now asserts in a direct address, saying that even
though they may think that they still have something to say to
him, he is now sure that none of them possesses enough wisdom
to understand the true facts (v. 10).

The speech concludes (vv. 11-16) with the topic of death and
the consequent loss of hope. Verses 11-12 speak of the end of all
Job’s plans and wishes for the future: his life is over. Verse 12 is
not, as some modern translations render it, a citation of an
opinion of the friends that Job’s fate can be reversed, turning
‘darkness’ for him into ‘light’. Rather, it is a continuation of the
sentence begun in v. 11 about Job’s former hopes. He had hoped
that ‘light'—that is, God’s favour—would be restored to him,
banishing his present state of ‘darkness’; but that hope is now
abandoned. Like the closing verses of Job’s earlier speeches
(7.21;10.21-22; 14.20-22), vv. 13-16 re-emphasize these thoughts.
Sheol and ‘the Pit’ are synonyms for the underworld, the abode
of the dead; the worm obviously signifies bodily corruption in
death. These verses, with their references to ‘house’ (cf., e.g., Ps.
49.14), couch and ‘family relationships’, stress the new and
permanent status of the dead, who are cut off from the normal
enjoyment of these things by the living: ‘house’ and ‘couch’ may
also allude to the custom of gathering the bones of the dead in an
ossuary. There is a play on the meanings of qw#h, ‘to look for’, in
v. 13 and tiqwd, ‘hope’, the noun, in v. 15: to ‘look for’ or antici-
pate death is to lose all hope, which for Job means hope of vindi-
cation. So hope and Job will perish together (v. 16).
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Bildad in this second speech has absolutely nothing new to
contribute to the debate. Apart from some further adverse
comments on Job at the beginning (vv. 2-4) it consists entirely of
a description of the fate of the wicked. Like other similar descrip-
tions in the book (8.11-15 [also Bildad], 15.20-35 [Eliphaz] and,
later, 20.5-29 [Zophar]), this passage does not specifically identify
Job with the wicked but is nevertheless extremely pointed, while
once again missing the point. It is purely imaginative: Bildad
cannot possibly have personally observed what he describes. This
is another ‘set piece’—an extended expression, albeit in superb
poetry, of the traditional doctrine of retribution in its purest form.
This time, perhaps ominously, there is no balancing statement
about the blessed future of the righteous or about the possible
redemption of the penitent.

In vv. 2-4 Bildad first expresses impatience with Job’s refusal
to desist from making speeches and to concede defeat. He states
his opinion that unless he speaks more cogently there is no point
in continuing to argue. He accuses him of despising the intelli-
gence of himself and his colleagues. But in v. 4 he goes much
further: in his assertion that he is in the right and that the
friends with their God-given wisdom are in the wrong, Job has
tried to overturn the moral order of the universe, usurping the
place of God and attempting to undo his work in peopling the
world (cf. Isa. 45.18) and securing its foundations (cf. Pss. 93.1-2;
104.5). Bildad thus appears fearful of the consequences of what
he regards as Job’s blasphemy. For him, Job is not just a foolish
babbler but a potential destroyer of cosmic stability.

Verses 5-21 describe in vivid imagery the calamities that will
fall on the wicked, ending with their final destruction. The key
images are darkness (vv. 5-6); snares (vv. 7-10); terror and fatal
disease (vv. 11-14); and finally total extermination of the wicked
together with their families (vv. 15-19). The chapter closes with
a comment on the effect on others of witnessing their horrible
fate (v. 20) and a general summary (v. 21). Much of the imagery
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is conventional; it is their combination in a single passage and
their deadly sequence that create the total effect on the reader.

The image of the extinguishing of the light of the wicked is a
standard one in the book of Proverbs (e.g., 13.9; 20.20; 24.20).
Job will later contradict this notion of Bildad’s in its own terms,
asserting that on the contrary it is precisely the wicked who in
his experience are the ones who are permitted to prosper (21.7).
Light as a symbol for life is an obvious image frequently employed
in Old Testament poetical texts; it is used by Job himself when he
expresses his longing for death (3.20). In vv. 7-10 the symbolism
changes to the equally standard one of a journey and of the need
to keep to the right path. For the wicked, life will be like walking
through a minefield set with hidden snares. Their certain down-
fall is emphasized by the use in vv. 8-10 of no less than six
different words denoting nets, traps, nooses and so on, terms
normally used of the hunting and trapping of wild animals. Their
fate will correspond to that which they had prepared for others
(v. 7b). These verses are an extended example of a topos that
occurs frequently in Proverbs (1.17-18; 6.5; 7.22-23; 22.5).

Verses 11-14 describe the panic that will overtake the wicked.
But these ‘terrors’ are not just ordinary fears. They are personi-
fied as the agents of death driving the wicked to their dreadful
deaths (cf. Job 27.20; Ps. 73.19; Ezek. 26.21; and Job’s estimate
of his own situation in 30.15): hunger, calamity and disease
followed by death itself. Verse 13b depicts ‘the firstborn of Death’
as consuming the flesh of the wicked. This representation of
death (mawet) is reminiscent, as probably in a number of other
Old Testament texts (e.g., Jer. 9.21; Hos. 13.14; Hab. 2.5), of the
Canaanite god Mot, god of plagues and death and ruler of the
underworld, who opens his jaws and consumes his victims. (It is
not certain whether the reference is to a ‘firstborn son of Mot’ to
be distinguished from ‘Death’ or whether the phrase should be
read as ‘Death the firstborn’, that is, Mot himself, who is described
in the Ugaritic texts as a ‘son’ of the high god El.) But the ‘king
of terrors’ (v. 14b), before whom the wicked will be dragged by
his agents from their supposedly secure homes to his underworld
domain, is undoubtedly Death himself.

In vv. 15-20 Bildad depicts—always with a lively imagina-
tion—the total obliteration of the wicked, even to the destruction
of their very homes, and the effect of this on their horrified
contemporaries. First, in v. 15 their houses are destroyed, seem-
ingly by some supernatural means, by fire (this is the probable
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meaning of v. 15a) and by the scattering of brimstone or sulphur
on their ashes. Verses 16-19 extend their fate to include the
extinction of their children and descendants (precisely what had
happened to Job’s family!), first through the imagery of a dead
tree and then in plain terms. The lack of progeny to continue the
name and memory of the deceased, so important for Israelites
and their neighbours, means total annihilation. The wicked do
not suffer ordinary death in leaving this world, but are forcibly
thrust out of it as if they had never existed. In v. 20 Bildad goes
as far as to say that their fate, when it is generally known, will
strike all humanity, from west to east, with horror.

In v. 21 he summarizes his conclusions: this is the fate of the
wicked who ‘do not know God’. This phrase does not signify
genuine ignorance of God but rather religious apostasy and
moral corruption (cf. Hos. 4.1; 5.4; 8.2; Jer. 2.8; 4.22; 9.3). This
verse is generally interpreted as harking back to the topic of
former homes of the wicked, now abandoned or destroyed; but it
also has a further meaning of the grave or the underworld: ‘habi-
tation’ and ‘place’ are used in this sense elsewhere (Isa. 22.16;
Ps. 49.11). That is now to be their permanent home, and that is
the proper place for them.
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Job’s reply in this chapter differs in several respects from his
previous speeches. Reproaches against God occupy the bulk of
the chapter, but God is not directly addressed. On the other hand,
the friends are addressed, as a group, three times, in vv. 2-6, 21-22
and 28-29. Job refers in greater detail than before to the effect
of his situation on his social relationships: he is now estranged
from family and friends, no longer master of his own household,
physically repulsive even to his wife, despised even by children—
all as a consequence of God’s hostile action against him. He
pleads with his friends to pity him instead of assaulting him
with their speeches. As in some of the other speeches in the book
much of the detail is imaginary: Job describes scenes that cannot
have taken place as there has been no interval in the dialogue
with the friends in which they could have occurred, though they
would no doubt become reality in the future if Job’s misery were
to be further prolonged. These scenes are therefore proleptic; but
the desperation of Job’s words is real enough. The purpose of the
description, which in many ways resembles passages in some of
the complaint psalms in which the psalmist describes his miser-
able situation in prayer to God, is rhetorical. It has a twofold
aim: it is at the same time an appeal to his friends for sympathy,
and evidence to be used in his coming ‘legal action’ against God,
whom he still expects to ‘see’ and by whom he still expects—or at
least, hopes—to be vindicated. There is an irony here in that
when Job does in fact ‘see’ God the encounter will be very
different from what he expects. The reader, as well as Job and
the friends, is due for a surprise.

Job’s complaint that the friends have ‘crushed him with words’
(v. 1) is a nicely judged repartee to Bildad’s similar comment on
him in 18.2. These sallies indicate that the tempers of the parties
are becoming frayed. The ‘ten times’ of v. 3 is to be taken as
meaning an unspecified but excessive number of times (compare
Gen. 31.41); the second line of that verse is probably a statement
rather than a question: the friends are quite shameless in their
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attacks. Verse 4 is not an admission of sin: rather, Job is saying
that even if he had committed some kind of misdemeanour he
could only have harmed himself. He has done his friends no
harm, so their attacks on him are quite unjustified. Their arro-
gant and self-righteous attitude shows a misunderstanding of
the true situation, that it is God who is the culprit: God has
twisted the evidence against him and overwhelmed him by
deploying his all-powerful ‘siege weapons’ (rather than ‘net’)
against him (v. 6). God ought to be his protector, not his enemy.
But to call on him for help would obviously be futile (v. 7). The
cry of ‘Violence!’ (hamas) was evidently the way in which persons
who had been the victims of violent attacks customarily appealed
for help and for justice to be meted out to the criminal (Jer. 20.8;
Hab. 1.2; cf. Deut. 22.24). Job knows that even if he were to make
such an appeal to the heavenly judge he would get no answer: his
case (mispat, Gustice’) would simply go by default. Here he comes
close to accusing God not only of a hostile attack on him but of
being a corrupt judge in his own case.

In vv. 8-12 Job deploys a whole battery of metaphors to describe
what God has done, and is still doing, to him. First, using the
image of life as a journey, he asserts that God has blocked his way
and plunged him into darkness. Secondly, God has stripped him of
his dignity (kabod, not here ‘glory’). ‘Crown’, literally ‘garland’ in
the same verse (9), does not imply that Job was a king. Although
that is one of its implications, it can mean a kind of tiara as worn
by well-dressed women (Ezek. 16.12); a bride could be ‘crowned’
with it at her wedding; and it is also used metaphorically in Lam.
5.16. Here it is parallel to kabod and denotes Job’s honourable and
distinguished position in society, now totally lost. Verse 10 contains
two images: that of a building that has been demolished and that
of an uprooted tree for which, unlike a tree that has merely been
felled (14.7-9), there is no hope of revival. Finally in vv. 11-12 Job
reverts to the metaphor of an attack by an enemy who has besieged
him with his army.

In vv. 13-19 Job suddenly breaks down, abandons his meta-
phorical language and speaks in plain terms of the breakdown in
his relations with family and close friends that is the conse-
quence of God’s relentless hostility, of which he had spoken in
vv. 6-12. He has become an outcast whom no one wants to know
(in 2.12 the friends do not at first recognize him). These verses
poignantly reveal the utter isolation that he feels. The list of
those who have rejected him is in ascending order of persons on
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whom his happiness had depended. It begins with the outer circle
of his relations (literally, ‘brothers’; but the word has a wide range
of meanings, and here probably means members of his clan)
and others who are merely acquaintances (v. 13). These have
abandoned him because he appears to be an outcast from society.
He moves on in v. 14 to his more intimate family and close friends
and in v. 15a to the ‘guests’ in his house, that is, the ‘resident
aliens’ who have come to live under his protection, but who have
now ‘forgotten’ him. Even his own servants no longer obey him:
they regard him as an outcast from his own house, and he is
reduced to pleading with them (vv. 15b, 16). Even more terrible is
that his own wife and family (perhaps meaning his brothers) find
him physically repulsive (v. 17), and even children are repelled
by him (v. 18). Verse 19 is a summarizing conclusion to the list,
which marks out these verses as a self-contained literary unit.
Verse 20 is a kind of appendix that appears to revert to Job’s
illness, but its meaning is far from clear. The first line is almost
identical with Ps. 102.5b, which suggests that it may be a quota-
tion from a proverb. It has been pointed out that it makes no
sense anatomically. The second line is equally obscure and may
also have a proverbial origin; teeth, however, have no skin! (The
fact that it has become a proverbial expression in English sheds
no light on its meaning in Job.) ‘T have escaped’ may suggest that
Job is saying that he feels himself to be close to death.

Between two further addresses to the friends (vv. 21-22, 28-29)
is enclosed the celebrated and difficult passage in which Job
expresses a wish based on a conviction. There is no specific
address to the friends in vv. 23-27, and God is spoken of in the
third person. But the fact that these verses occur in the context
of address to the friends perhaps suggests that he is still prima-
rily speaking to them.

Job’s sudden cry for pity in v. 21 has been seen by some
commentators and translators as totally out of character: else-
where Job never asks for pity, and that he should now ask for it
from the friends, who think that he fully deserves God’s punish-
ment, is incongruous. But the verse has been widely misunder-
stood and its significance overestimated. The verb Ann hardly
means ‘to pity’ in the sense of being sorry for a person in distress.
It can simply mean to show kindness or consideration, for example,
to the poor (Prov. 14.31; 19.17; 28.8) or to anyone in trouble (Ps.
109.12). It is to friendship that Job is appealing; the first line of
this verse should be rendered by ‘Show me kindness: you are my
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friends’. This word ‘friends’ (ré9m) is that used of the three
friends in the Prologue (2.11); it is significant that it is not one of
those used by Job in vv. 13-19 with reference to those who have
deserted him. He is thus recognizing that despite everything these
three are his true friends: they alone have not thrown him over.
There is at the same time a slightly ironical note here: the ‘friend-
ship’ for which he is asking is simply that they should give up their
verbal attacks on him—it is already more than enough that he
should have to bear God’s attacks (v. 22). The second line of this
verse is to be understood as metaphorical: it refers merely to verbal
abuse (compare the use of the same expression in Ps. 27.2).

Verses 23-27 are notoriously difficult. The Hebrew text itself
makes it very unclear what Job is actually saying—particularly
to what extent he is speaking confidently and to what extent he
is merely expressing a forlorn wish. Who is the ‘redeemer’ of
v. 25? Does Job expect to be vindicated before he dies, or does he
think that this will happen in some way after his death? Here it
is not possible to discuss in detail the many solutions that have
been proposed to these questions. All that can be done is to put
forward what seems to this reader to be most probable. One
thing, however, should be clear: that to look for total logical
consistency in these verses is unrealistic. We have already seen
that Job vacillates in his attitude towards God. Although he
regards him as his enemy and as the one who has deliberately
wrecked his life, there remain moments when he continues illog-
ically to place some kind of hope and trust in him. Indeed, this
fluctuation of belief is an essential aspect of the author’s presen-
tation of Job. It shows Job to be a human being bewildered by
what has happened to him. But this does not exhaust the author’s
purpose: more important for the theology of the book is that the
tension thus created in Job’s mind serves to expose the problem
of the divine nature.

In vv. 23-24 Job expresses a wish—indeed, a longing. The
exclamation ‘O that...!" (mi-yitten) indicates, as elsewhere in
Hebrew (e.g., Ps. 55.6; Jer. 9.1), that what is wished for is an
impossibility, or at least unlikely to be granted. In this case Job’s
wish is that his ‘words’—probably his ‘case’ or formal defence—
should be engraved on a monument or stele (the word commonly
rendered as ‘book’ may refer to bronze or copper here) as a
permanent testimony of his innocence. Neither the reason for this
nor the connection between vv. 23-24 and 25-27 is, unfortunately,
clear. Verse 25 begins with a confident statement: ‘But I know’
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(not ‘For..). The disputed question here is the identity of the
‘redeemer’ (go'él). In Israelite law the go'el was the person whose
duty it was to come to the aid of a distressed kinsman by redeeming
family property that he had been forced to sell (Lev. 25.25) or in
certain other ways. In Second Isaiah, however, the word is regu-
larly used in a highly theological sense: it is Yahweh who is Israel’s
go'el), who will save his exiled people Israel (e.g., Isa. 41.14; 43.14;
44.6). Job, deserted by all his friends, was certainly in the position
of one who needed a go’él to help him. But to whom does this verse
refer? Three main interpretations have been proposed. One view
is that this is a metaphorical reference to Job’s ‘words’ in v. 23: in
other words, it is Job’s ‘case’ (his plea of innocence) that will speak
for him and declare him innocent. Another view is that the word
refers to some heavenly being (since no human ga’el seems to be a
possibility) other than God, who will stand between Job and God
and plead Job’s case. A third view, and that which has long been
that most widely held, especially in Christian circles, from early
times, is that the ‘redeemer’ is God himself.

There are difficulties with all three theories. The picturing of
Job’s ‘words’ in terms of a living person, a ‘near kinsman’ who
will ‘stand up’ on the earth may be thought, even in a literature
that abounds in personifications of inanimate things, to be exces-
sive and improbable. The problem with the theory of a heavenly
advocate who will appear on the earth to defend Job is that it
introduces a hitherto unknown element into the situation and
disturbs the presupposition elsewhere consistently accepted by
the dialogue, that Job’s dispute is with God alone. Such heavenly
disputants as are mentioned in the book are merely ‘supernu-
meraries’ with no active role to play. The third view, that it is
God himself who is here said to be Job’s g6’¢/, is open to the objec-
tion that he can hardly be at the same time Job’s enemy and
legal opponent, and his ‘helper’. However, in view of what has
been said above about Job’s ambivalent attitude towards God,
this seems to this reader to be the most probable interpretation
of the verse. There is good reason, therefore, to identify the go'el
with the ‘witness in heaven’ of 16.19. The contrast between Job’s
confident attitude towards God in vv. 25-27 and his devastating
accusations in vv. 6-12 is indeed striking, all the more so because
in ch. 21 he relapses into his earlier disillusionment. It cannot
therefore be said that these verses mark a definitive ‘conversion’
of Job. But they are significant in that they point forward to the
final denouement.
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Even if this interpretation is correct, serious problems remain.
One of the chief of these is the question whether Job expects his
vindication to be achieved in his lifetime or after his death. In
vv. 26b and 27a he speaks of ‘seeing God’ in order to present his
case face to face with his adversary; but whether this is an
expression of confidence or merely a wish is not clear. Verse 27a,
‘my eyes will see, and not another’, perhaps suggests the physical
vision of a still living person (‘on my side’ in NRSV is misleading;
the Hebrew has simply ‘for myself’). ‘In my flesh’ (literally, ‘from
my flesh’) in v. 26b also suggests physical vision—without my
flesh’ is almost certainly a mistranslation. Similarly ‘ah®rén
(v. 25b) probably means ‘at last’ rather than ‘at the last’, which
would give the word an eschatological sense. Verse 26a is unfor-
tunately almost unintelligible. The balance of probability thus
seems to lie with Job’s seeing God in his lifetime, though this
may be a wish rather than a certainty. The final line of v. 27, ‘my
heart [literally, ‘my kidneys’, the source of the emotions] fails in
my breast’, probably refers to Job’s emotional exhaustion.

This interpretation of the passage would rule out the tradi-
tional view—improbable in any case because of the rarity of such
a belief in the Old Testament and its late date—that it expresses
belief in a personal resurrection after death. In view of Job’s
admission elsewhere in the book that no one can return from the
realm of death and that God himself has no power over the
underworld, it is out of the question that he should here express
such a hope.

Following this expression of his conviction that he has God as
his go’el, Job turns in vv. 28-29 on the friends, of whose ‘persecu-
tion’ he has already complained in v. 22, with a warning. They
have, he says, justified their persecution on the grounds that he
is guilty and so deserves it. But since he is in fact innocent, they
are false accusers; and that is a crime deserving severe punish-
ment (see, e.g., Deut. 19.16-21). In fact at the end of the book
(42.7-9) it is stated that the three friends incurred Yahweh’s
anger, which was appeased only when Job prayed for them. The
final warning that there is a Gudgment’ (v. 29¢) for wrongdoers
may seem ironical, since Job has all along questioned the integ-
rity of God’s justice (e.g., 9.21-24). But it may be the author’s
intention here to suggest that Job’s new-found confidence that
God will act as his go’el has shaken that belief.
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In this second and final speech Zophar does not address Job
directly at all, except for the single word ‘you know’ in v. 4. He
does, however, regard himself as impelled to answer Job, who,
he feels, has insulted his intelligence by presuming to give him
instruction (vv. 2-3). The whole of the remainder of his speech
(vv. 4-29) is a disquisition on the inevitable discomfiture and
ruin of the wicked (r ¢sa‘im) or godless (hanep, v. 5). This follows
the pattern of the preceding speeches by Eliphaz (15.20-35) and
Bildad (18.15-21) and is, like them, a ‘set piece’ of theoretical
wisdom that cannot have any base in Zophar’s personal experience
and is expressed mainly in generalizations and metaphors.
The fact that despite his indignation Zophar simply repeats the
well-worn theme of the fate that awaits the wicked shows that
he has finally made up his mind about Job: he is evidently to be
classed as one of the wicked, irrevocably doomed. There is no
suggestion that he might still take warning and so avoid that
fate. The speech purports to be an ‘answer’ to Job’s questioning
of God’s retributive justice in passages like 9.22-24.

The poem comprises three fairly clear sections. Verses 4-11
develop the theme of the end of the wicked in a premature death,
a frequent wisdom theme (cf., e.g., Ps. 37.10, 20, 35-38; Prov.
10.25, 30; 13.9). Verses 12-23 pursue this theme further with a
series of metaphors in which wickedness is described in terms of
eating. Only in v. 19 is there an allusion to concrete actions
attributed to the wicked. Verses 24-28 resume the tale of disas-
ters in store for them; v. 29 sums up the whole matter in a conclu-
sion closely resembling the final verses of chs. 11 (11.20, Zophar)
and 18 (18.21, Bildad), which deal with the same theme.

In vv. 2-3 Zophar explains why he feels impelled to speak
again: what Job has said has put him in a state of mental agita-
tion. Just as Job has accused the friends of ‘insulting’” him
(19.13), so Zophar in turn complains that Job has insulted Aim,
not as a person but in his attempt to destroy the whole basis on
which his faith is built, namely God’s justice. The ‘spirit’ that
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impels him to answer him (v. 3b) is Zophar’s own ‘spirit’, that is,
his intellect (the spirit of his understanding, not beyond it as in
some translations).

Zophar begins his declamation with an appeal to ancient tradi-
tion similar to those made by Bildad (8.8-10) and Eliphaz
(15.8-10). But his rhetorical question ‘Do you not know...?" is
contemptuous. Job, of course, knows that tradition as well as do
the friends. His case against God’s injustice is based not on
ignorance but on personal experience. Zophar’s choice of the
word ‘know’ may be an indirect allusion to Job’s confident ‘I
know’ (19.25): Job has claimed that he has a go’él; clearly for
Zopharthereisnogao’el to assist the wicked. He seeks to strengthen
his appeal to tradition by claiming that the impermanence of the
rejoicing of the wicked has been universally known and accepted
from the time of the first man. He may also be alluding here to
Eliphaz’s sarcastic remark (15.7-9) that Job has behaved as if he
is that first man and so has greater knowledge and wisdom than
anyone else.

Verses 5-9 speak of the brevity of the triumph of the wicked
and assert that despite their aspiration to godlike heights they
will suddenly disappear, to the astonishment of those who knew
them, and be forgotten. Verse 8, which compares their brief life
to a dream or a night vision, echoes the language of a similar
passage in Psalm 73 (esp. v. 20), language that was probably
conventional. Verse 10 speaks of the destitution of their impov-
erished children. Verse 11 sums up this passage with a reference
to the burial of the wicked while still in the prime of life.

Verses 12-23 turn to the actual behaviour of the wicked, though
this is mainly depicted in metaphorical language. There is a
remarkable concatenation of related metaphors here, all
connected with overeating and its effects on the greedy. The
insatiable appetite of the wicked for riches is portrayed in terms
of gluttony and the unfortunate effects of overeating: food
poisoning, vomiting and so on that will not only take away all
enjoyment but will eventually kill those who indulge in it. Verses
12-13 speak of wickedness as something that the wicked enjoy as
one might enjoy a good meal, savouring it so much that one is
reluctant actually to swallow it. This picture of the wicked as
sadistic as well as predatory is characteristic of wisdom teaching
in that there are no half measures. The division between right-
eous and wicked is an absolute one; and the latter have no
redeeming features at all.
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The effects of this gluttony are perhaps depicted in two
different ways in vv. 14-16. The ‘food’ in question, here identi-
fied as ‘riches’ (that is, wealth derived from others, v. 15), turns
out to be poisonous. According to v. 15 it will be vomited up;
according to v. 16 it will cause the deaths of the wicked, who will
never again ‘see’—that is, enjoy—the abundance of wholesome
food that is generally available. The eventual consequences for
those whom they have cheated are set out in v. 18. The first half
of this verse still retains the original metaphor: the wicked will be
forced to vomit up (‘give back’) the criminal profits that they
have made—or, perhaps, they have not succeeded in actually
‘swallowing’ them. The second half of the verse provides the
key to the metaphor. The activities of the wicked are described
as ‘exchange’ (t’miird), evidently some kind of commercial enter-
prise from which they would have made a profit. That of course
was not in itself a criminal activity; but v. 19 states in plainer
language how these particular profits have been obtained: by
‘crushing the poor’ and dispossessing them of their homes
(compare Amos 4.1, which also speaks of ‘crushing the poor’,
referring to the unscrupulous seizure of property by creditors
from poor debtors).

Verses 20-23 employ the ‘eating’” metaphor in a somewhat
different way. The insatiable greed of the wicked (v. 20) will
cause a general shortage and so put an end to their prosperity.
The ‘nothing left’ of v. 21 seems to mean that they will have
reached the limit of what they can extort from others and will be
left without further resources. The irony of these verses is
evident; but it seems to be implied here that the wicked, if left
unchecked, would have consumed all the available sources of
wealth. This may be a reference to those whose aim was to
‘corner’ the agricultural resources of the country (compare Prov.
11.26; Amos 5.11). But, says Zophar with grim humour, they will
get their fill after all: God will fill their bellies not with food but
with his wrath.

The speech concludes with a series of other violent images.
The first of these (vv. 24-25) is of a battle scene in which the
wicked are pictured as a defeated warrior who avoids one weapon
directed at him only to succumb to another—a bronze-tipped
arrow that enters his body and pierces a vital organ, the gall
bladder. This double attack symbolizes the inevitability of his
fate (compare the use of the same device in Amos 5.19). When he
draws out the arrow he realizes that the wound is fatal and is
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overcome with terror of death. The imagery of v. 26 is more
obviously supernatural: darkness, a frequent symbol of death in
this book and elsewhere in the Old Testament, will fall on the
wicked and their ‘treasures™—the ill-gotten gains that they have
set aside for future use; and a fire kindled by no human hand
(perhaps Zophar was thinking of lightning, but we may compare
the ‘fire that will not be quenched’ of Isa. 66.24 and the destructive
fire sent by Yahweh [Lev. 10.2; Num. 11.1]) will consume them
and their homes. These are signs that even heaven and earth
have rejected them (v. 27). Verse 28 is now recognized as refer-
ring to floods and torrents of water that will be sent by God—
perhaps a reminiscence of the Flood (Gen. 6-8) sent to destroy
the irrevocably wicked inhabitants of the earth. The final words
of the poem, apart from the general conclusion in v. 29, are
significantly ‘the day of God’s wrath’. Verse 29 declares plainly
that there is no escape for the wicked because God has irrevo-
cably decreed their fate.

Much of this speech picks up Job’s own words and uses them
against him. Job had pictured his treatment by God in terms
that Zophar now uses to describe the fate of the wicked. For
example, Job had described himself as pierced by God with
poisoned arrows (6.4), and as having his gall spilt on the ground
by God’s archers (16.13). He had spoken of his advocate in heaven
(16.19); Zophar now declares that heaven itself turns against the
wicked. It cannot be doubted that he has Job in mind throughout
this speech, although he never addresses him directly.
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In this speech, which, like his immediately preceding one (ch. 19),
is addressed to all the friends as a group, Job turns the tables on
them. He picks up and comprehensively rejects the assertions
that they have made about the fate of the wicked. Almost the
whole of this speech (vv. 7-33) is a direct contradiction of what
they have said. The friends, if only by implication, have included
Job among the wicked, whose inevitable ruin they, especially
Zophar in the immediately preceding speech (20.5-29), had
proclaimed. In answer to this Job could have simply pointed out
that their warnings were irrelevant to his own case since he was
not wicked. Instead, he chooses to ignore the hidden reference to
himself and to keep the discourse impersonal and so universal in
scope. He asserts the exact contrary to their claims. He asserts
that far from suffering the terrible fate envisaged for them, the
wicked as a group enjoy the happiness and prosperity that, on
the friends’ submission, is reserved for the righteous. What he is
claiming is not just that God fails through indifference to reward
human beings as they deserve, but that he deliberately flouts
the principles of justice—and not just in isolated instances but
consistently and universally.

The chapter begins (vv. 2-3), like the earlier speeches both by
Job and the friends (cf. 8.2; 11.2-3; 12.2; 15.2-3; 16.3; 18.1; 19.1),
with a mocking reference to the worthlessness of the words that
have been spoken ‘on the other side’. Emphasizing the impor-
tance of what he is about to say, Job taunts the friends (who
have, in fact, not offered him any comfort despite their inten-
tions [2.11]) by saying that the only ‘comfort’ that they can now
offer him is to keep their mouths shut (as they had done when
they arrived [2.13]) while he speaks. After that they can, if they
dare to do so, sneer at him. But whether they do so or not is irrel-
evant: it is not to them, who as mere mortals can neither harm
nor heal him, that his complaint is addressed. It is against God,;
and he has had good reason to lose patience with God, because he
has not deigned to answer his charge. Job’s friends, on the other
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hand, ought to be appalled and awestruck at the sight of his
misery (v. 5); indeed, he himself is utterly horrified when he
contemplates it.

Verses 7-16 are a direct denial of the assertions of Zophar in
ch. 20 and of Eliphaz in ch. 15 about the fate of the wicked. Job
depicts the wicked in vv. 7-13 as enjoying a life of ideal happi-
ness, prosperity and contentment: a long life marked by undi-
minished and even increasing vitality, domestic security and
freedom from the fear of divine retribution, material success,
numerous and cheerful families and finally a peaceful end. This
picture of wealth and prosperity, which was precisely what Job
had once possessed and had expected to continue to enjoy, but of
which he had been deprived by an unjust God, is given the form
of a bitter lament by the opening word ‘Why?’ in v. 7. It is a
picture of what should still be Job’s; yet (vv. 14-15) these are the
people who have abandoned all regard for the God who has given
them these things. (The point of v. 16 is unfortunately not clear.
Though sometimes taken to be a question, the first line may be a
comment that the prosperity of the wicked is not due to their
own efforts; the second line could be seen as a sanctimonious
reflection by Job. But none of the proposed interpretations is
satisfactory, and it may be best to regard the verse as a not very
apposite addition by a reader.)

Verses 17-21 may be seen as a reply to Bildad’s speech in
18.5-21 as well as to that of Zophar in ch. 20. They present the
obverse of the picture in vv. 7-15 of the prosperity of the wicked,
picking up and elaborating the topic of their immunity from
anxiety and from divine punishment that had been touched on in
v. 9. Using the device of the rhetorical question Job rejects the
assertion of Bildad (18.6), also expressed in other words by
Zophar in 20.5-9, that the ‘lamp’ of the wicked will be extin-
guished, challenging them to tell him how often this occurs.
Then in vv. 19 and 20 he takes up and rejects a possible objection
to his position, namely, that even though the wicked themselves
may escape punishment, that punishment will fall on their chil-
dren, who will suffer for the sins of their fathers. He neither
confirms nor denies this view, which was current in the time of
Ezekiel but rejected by that prophet (Ezek. 18.1-4), but argues
that this would be equally immoral. It is the wicked themselves,
who callously give no thought to what may happen to their chil-
dren after their death, who ought to bear the brunt of God’s
anger; but that simply does not happen in God’s world.
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In vv. 22-26 Job is concerned to make the point that there is no
moral law governing the fate of individuals: some enjoy pros-
perity, some not. The implication is that God is indifferent to
their fate. The only thing of which one can be certain is that all
will die and will moulder in the grave. There is thus no special
judgment reserved for the wicked. This directly contradicts the
assertion of Zophar (20.11) who seems to specify this fate for the
wicked only. The paragraph begins (v. 22) with another rhetor-
ical question. The notion expressed in this verse, that God, who
judges even the heavenly beings (ramim, literally ‘exalted ones’)
is omniscient and not to be instructed by mere human beings,
would not of course have been denied by the friends; but here it
is used ironically, and the irony is directed against both the
friends and God. On the one hand, the friends, with their confi-
dent claim that they know more about human reward and punish-
ment than God himself, have presumed to teach him his own
business. On the other hand, God, who is the undisputed supreme
judge, fails to exercise his authority equitably.

The remainder of Job’s speech (vv. 27-34) is addressed to the
friends. They have tried to put him in the wrong by identifying
him with the wicked and so concluded that he has deserved the
fate that they take to be normal in such a case. Several passages
in the earlier speeches of the friends are in Job’s mind in his
summary (v. 28) of what they have said, for example, 15.34
(Eliphaz); 18.14-15, 21 (Bildad); 20.26-28 (Zophar); but in the
reference to the ‘prince’ (nadib, meaning a potentate with perhaps
the nuance of ‘tyrant’) Job may be making a direct ironical allu-
sion to his own former status. He now (v. 29) rhetorically appeals
to the witness of those who have travelled and had experience of
the world, any of whom could testify that the wicked frequently
go unpunished even in the ‘day of wrath’ when others suffer. No
one dares to accuse them of their misdeeds or to bring them to
account; and when they die they are buried with great ceremony,
surrounded at their funeral by numerous mourners in a choice
location and with people appointed to guard their tombs (vv. 32-33;
cf. Eccl. 8.10). Job concludes (v. 34) as he had begun, by once again
scornfully dismissing the so-called ‘comfort’ offered by his
friends as meaningless and even as deceitful—an abandonment
of friendship.
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In this third speech Eliphaz adopts a much harsher tone than
before. He has no new arguments to put forward, but he is now
clearly hostile. Although in his conclusion (vv. 21-30) he repeats
(ironically?) his appeal to Job (cf. 5.17-26) to be reconciled with
God and again assures him that if he does so he will be restored
to his favour, he now goes beyond his earlier contention that Job
must have been wicked, and purports to list specific crimes that
he has actually committed. Of these he can, of course, offer no
proof at all: the reader knows that he has simply invented them.
The author no doubt intended this to be seen as a consequence of
Eliphaz’s strong resentment at Job’s equally harsh indictment of
the friends as false friends (21.34). But Eliphaz relies for his
‘proof’ on the fundamental principle of God’s justice: since God
is just, only a life of exceptional wickedness can account for his
harsh treatment of Job. This is a monstrous theory: it turns on its
head the traditional principle of divine retribution. The belief
that God punishes the wicked has become in Eliphaz’s mind a
belief that anyone who suffers in this way must ipso facto be very
wicked. That is, Eliphaz manufactures ‘facts’ to fit his theory.

He begins (vv. 2-4) from God’s transcendence. God cannot be
affected by or derive any advantage from human behaviour: he
is self-sufficient and entirely impartial, utterly unmoved by
earthbound motives. Therefore, if he has rebuked Job and become
his adversary, Job cannot, as he has maintained, be innocent.
Job’s treatment by God proves his guilt (v. 5).

The crimes that Job is supposed to have committed (vv. 6-9)
are to a large extent the very crmes that Job will specifically
deny on oath when he comes to make his so-called ‘negative
confession’ in ch. 31. They are social crimes and are forbidden in
the Old Testament laws. Eliphaz has picked them because they
are precisely the kind of crime that might plausibly be attributed
to the powerful landowner that Job had once been. But Eliphaz
gives way to a wild imagination in his accusations, even
asserting that Job has ‘crushed the arm of the orphan’, an
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unheard-of act of gratuitous violence (though see below for an
alternative explanation). The taking of pledges from one’s poorer
neighbours (v. 6, ‘brothers’) was a common practice that eventually
led to the expropriation of a debtor’s possessions by a creditor
who seized the land for himself; it was condemned in the laws
(e.g., Exod. 22.25-27; Deut. 24.6, 10, 17) and denounced by the
prophets (e.g., Amos 2.8; Ezek. 18.16). Verse 8, though ostensibly
a general statement, implies that Job has been such a person,
seizing the land of the poor by unscrupulous methods and so
establishing himself in sole possession (cf. Isa. 5.8). In this verse
such people are called ‘men of the [strong] arm’ (i z¢réa‘); this
word (z¢réa®) is, significantly, used again in the following verse,
where Job is accused of crushing the ‘arm’—that is, the ability to
lead an independent life—of the orphan.

After this list of Job’s crimes, which he expresses in quite
precise, matter-of-fact terms, Eliphaz reverts to conventional
poetic language: snares, sudden panic, blindness, drowning are
symbols expressive of Job’s present suffering, and they are,
claims Eliphaz, the consequence of his sinful life. The whole
passage, which in Eliphaz’s mind constitutes proof of Job’s guilt,
resembles the denunciations of the prophets: first the indict-
ment; then, preceded by the word ‘therefore’, the punishment.
Only a sinful life can have produced such suffering.

Each of the three sections into which Eliphaz’s speech is
divided (vv. 1-11, 12-20, 21-30) begins with a reflection on the
nature of God. The first of these refers to God’s transcendence,
with the implication that his judgment of the wicked, such as
Job, would be impartial; the second stresses his omniscience:
God sees the deeds of the wicked and will surely deal with them
as they deserve. It ought to be common ground that God dwells
in heaven even above the stars (v. 12; cf. Deut. 5.22; 2 Sam. 22.10;
Ps. 97.2); but Eliphaz accuses Job of twisting this belief for his
own purposes: of concluding that God is unable to see through
the darkness and clouds that envelop him: he ‘walks about on
the vault of heaven’, not on the earth, and there is therefore
nothing to restrain Job from behaving as the wicked have always
behaved (v. 15). Needless to say, the words attributed to Job in
vv. 13-14 were never spoken by him; on the contrary, he has even
complained that God will not leave him alone but is the ‘watcher
of humanity’ and observes all that he does (7.17-20; 18.14-15).
Once again, Eliphaz takes refuge in falsehood and misrepresen-
tation to prove Job’s guilt.
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In vv. 16-18, after repeating his earlier statements that the
wicked will be duly punished by overwhelming disaster and
premature death, Eliphaz purports to cite yet another example
of blasphemy. This time he does not attribute it directly to Job
but to the wicked in general; nevertheless this is a warning to
Job not to imitate them. There are, in fact, two distinct ‘quota-
tions’ here. First, the wicked are supposed to have addressed
God, telling him not to interfere with them. Secondly, they scorn-
fully claim that he will not, or cannot, interfere. This second
quotation, like that attributed to Job in vv. 13-14, is reminiscent
of the thoughts conventionally attributed to the wicked in psalms
of lamentation, for example Pss. 10.4-13; 64.5-6; 73.11; 94.7. This
would not be an outright declaration of atheism, which is never
envisaged in the Old Testament, but a declaration of independ-
ence from all moral restraint on the blasphemous grounds that
God is powerless and so irrelevant to human behaviour. In v.
18a, having now raised himself to a pitch of furious indignation
at what he claims to have observed, Eliphaz adds a further point
to his indictment: namely, that it is the One to whom alone in
reality they all owe their prosperity that the wicked think they
can safely ignore. In the second line of this verse he asserts, in
words identical with those spoken by Job himself in 21.16b (though
on this see above), his hatred of them. But in vv. 19-20 he takes
comfort from his conviction that the righteous will triumph over
the wicked after all, and will exult in their discomfiture.

Even now, in this final speech, it seems that Eliphaz does not
despair of Job’s rehabilitation: in vv. 21-30, resuming the role of
teacher of wisdom, he makes a final appeal to him. It is God, he
tells Job, who is the true teacher: even now if Job will resume his
communion with him he may be able to save not only himself but
others. How God’s instruction is to be conveyed to him and by what
means is not specified; but, as with the instruction of the human
teacher in Proverbs 1-9, it undoubtedly corresponds to Eliphaz’s
own theology based on tradition—in particular, to the belief that
God will reward the righteous and those who turn to him. Eliphaz
makes it clear that Job must begin by renouncing his wickedness
(‘awld) and his wealth and recognize that true wealth is to be found
in God alone (vv. 23-25). That God-given wisdom is more precious
than gold, silver and precious stones is a commonplace of the
wisdom literature (so, e.g., Prov. 3.14-15; 8.10, 19; Job 28.15-19);
but in repeating these commonplaces Eliphaz has clearly forgotten
that they are totally inappropriate to Job’s present situation.
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In v. 27 Eliphaz speaks of a resumption of friendly relations
between Job and God: when the penitent Job makes a request to
God he will grant his prayer. There will be virtually no limit to
what God will do for Job: whatever he decides on will be successful
(v. 28—the irony is that of the author, not of Eliphaz!). The
meaning of v. 29 is unfortunately not clear: it seems to have some-
thing to do with the punishment of pride and the rewarding of
humility. The interpretation of v. 30 is also uncertain; it perhaps
contains a promise that the ‘new’ Job, whose hands will now be
clean, will be able to achieve reconciliation with God even for
other guilty persons.

All this Job has heard before; it makes no impact on him at
all; and in his following speech he ignores Eliphaz’s words alto-
gether. His own problem remains unsolved, and God seems, as
ever, remote. In ch. 23 Job concentrates on his present situation
and takes no heed of the friends’ specious promises.
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As there is no indication in the text of a change of speaker
between 23.1, which announces the beginning of this speech of
Job, and 25.1, which announces Bildad’s reply, it is natural to
suppose that Job continues to speak throughout chs. 23 and 24.
However, interpreters have noted that much of what is attributed
to him in ch. 24 appears to be out of character: that in those parts
of that chapter he seems to be taking the view of the friends with
regard to the fate of the wicked rather than his own view. This
kind of problem is, in fact, not confined to ch. 24. Bildad’s reply
in ch. 25 is unaccountably brief; further, in this third cycle of
speeches, which began with Eliphaz in ch. 22, there is no speech
by Zophar at all as would have been expected. Again, parts of
Job’s speech in ch. 27 also appear to follow the views of the
friends rather than his own; and it has also been suggested that
part of ch. 26 may originally have been the continuation of
Bildad’s speech. These anomalies have given rise to the opinion
expressed by some scholars that in the early course of transmis-
sion there occurred at this point in the text some accidental
disruption in which the order of the verses has become muddled,
some material may have disappeared altogether and the identi-
ties of the speakers have become confused; and that the text that
we have is the result of a not very successful attempt to recon-
struct its original order. Other attempts have been made to
account for these phenomena, and these will be discussed as the
commentary proceeds. But the immediate task is to comment on
ch. 23, which is unaffected except that it remains uncertain
whether it comprises the whole of this speech by Job or not.

Job begins (vv. 2-7) by expressing even more passionately than
before his intense desire to find the elusive God and argue his
case with him; the language is once again that of the law court.
Such a direct encounter, he is sure, is the only way in which he
will be able to justify himself; his arguments with the friends
have proved useless, and his situation is no better than it was
before (v. 2.). He does not now expect that God will come down to
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him, but toys with the possibility that he might be enabled to
approach God in his dwelling place in heaven. Then he would be
able to do what he had not been able to do: to argue his case and
listen to God’s reply. If only this were possible, Job feels that
despite his earlier feeling that God had become his enemy God
would not crush him with his overwhelming power but would
accept his claim of innocence and acquit him. It is evidently this
vindication that Job wants even more than the restoration of his
health and prosperity. This confidence exemplifies one side of
Job’s oscillation between the extremes of hope and despair that
reflects the author’s own thoughts about the human predicament
and which we have already encountered in the book.

After this burst of confidence Job falls prey again to misgivings
(vv. 8-17). First, he is still frustrated by his inability to establish
contact with God. He remains confident that God knows every-
thing about him and that if he were to put him to the test (the
metaphor is that of the refining of metals in a furnace) he would
emerge as pure gold (vv. 10-12). But God has hidden himself
from him; and wherever he looks for him (in vv. 8-9 ‘forward’,
‘backward’, ‘left’ and ‘right’ should be read as ‘east’, ‘west’, ‘north’
and ‘south’) he cannot ‘see’ him. But this thought is then succeeded
by a more frightening one: that God may, after all, prove not to
be amenable to persuasion, but may have already made up his
mind about him. ‘He is One’ (or ‘He is alone’) in v. 13 is not a
formal statement of monotheistic faith, though Job clearly takes
it for granted that God is the one and only arbiter of human destiny
and that he does whatever he wishes and cannot be dissuaded.
So in Job’s own case God will carry out what he has determined
for him, as he does in all other cases. This thought leads Job in
vv. 15-16 into a state of abject terror. Gone (for the moment) is
all his confidence in a just God who will certainly acquit him
when he hears his case; and Job, who a moment ago desired so
passionately to be brought face to face with him, is now desper-
ately afraid of what will happen to him if this occurs. The final
verse (17) is probably not a wish but a further expression of his
terror; he feels himself to be already engulfed by a deep dark-
ness from which he will never escape (cf. 10.22 where also he
speaks of such a darkness).
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The interpretation of this chapter is particularly difficult in that
the persons referred to are not named, and their identity can
only be surmised from the ways in which they are pictured. Thus
v. 2 begins with a third-person verb, but it is not said who ‘they’
are. (‘The wicked’, found in some modern translations of this
verse, is absent from the Hebrew text; it has been added by the
translators to help the reader. In this case, however, the
remainder of vv. 2-4 leave no doubt that this guess is correct.)
But in vv. 5-12 there is a clear change. It must be presumed that
‘they’ are now the oppressed ‘needy’ and ‘poor’ of v. 4, though this
identification is not clearly indicated by the grammar. Again, in
the middle of this section (v. 9) ‘they’ are again the wicked,
although from v. 10 ‘they’ are again clearly the poor. There is a
further change of subject in vv. 13-17, where ‘those who rebel
against the light’ are once again the wicked. The wicked continue
to be the subject of the rest of the chapter, though from v. 18
onwards a new problem arises. As has been noted above, vv. 18-24,
which announce their downfall, read strangely as a statement
by Job, who has elsewhere complained continually that the
wicked are protected and favoured by God. This constant oscilla-
tion between one group of persons and another, combined with
an apparent alteration in Job’s attitude, has made some commen-
tators suspect the chapter’s literary unity.

Verse 1 raises the question why God’s judgment of the wicked
appears to be indefinitely postponed. ‘Time’ (‘et) and ‘day’ (yom)
are used together as elsewhere (e.g., Isa. 13.22; Ezek. 7.7, 12) to
signify the fate or doom appointed for the wicked; this is Job’s
reply to the assertions of Eliphaz (15.23) and Zophar (20.28)
about the imminence of God’s wrath. Posing ironical questions,
Job asks for evidence for their assertions, arguing that even
those who are in God’s confidence never see any evidence of their
truth.

As examples of the crimes of the wicked that go unpunished,
Job lists in vv. 2-4 some of their characteristic actions. Some of
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these are specifically condemned in the Old Testament laws; some
are the same as are attributed to Job by Eliphaz in 22.6-9. They
are all acts of brutality that were regarded with abhorrence not
only in Israel but throughout the ancient Near East, where in
particular orphans, widows, the poor and disadvantaged gener-
ally were seen by universal consensus as being under special
divine protection. Encroachment on the property of others by
shifting boundary markers is forbidden in Deut. 19.14; 27.17 and
is condemned in Prov. 22.28; theft of cattle is an indictable
offence according to Exod. 22.1-4. The taking of pledges from
widows—in this case of the ox that would probably be the widow’s
sole source of livelihood—is also forbidden in Deut. 24.17; Job
was accused of a similar crime by Eliphaz in Job 22.6. Verse 4 is
a general accusation of intolerable intimidation by the arrogant
wealthy. These accusations, not being directed at specific persons,
are too general to be susceptible of proof, as are Eliphaz’s accu-
sations against Job in 22.5-9; but there is no reason to doubt that
this kind of tyranny was commonplace in the author’s time.

In vv. 5-12 Job turns from the oppressive actions of the wicked
to describe the misery of their victims, who are outcasts from
society and who even when they find menial employment are
treated worse than slaves and left by their employers to starve.
In vv. 5-8 some are depicted as literally destitute, forced either
to scavenge for food for their children, like wild asses in the
desert and waste land, or to enter cultivated fields to glean what
is left over of ears of corn and grapes after harvest, as was
permitted in the laws (Lev. 19.9-10; 23.22; Deut. 24.19-22)—
activities, however, that provided neither clothing nor shelter
from the weather. Verse 9 is an interpolation that some scholars
believe to be misplaced, perhaps from after v. 3. It refers to an
act even more brutal than what is alleged in v. 3: the seizing of
members of a family—here even small children—as surety for
the payment of debts (cf. Exod. 21.7; Lev. 25.39-40; 2 Kgs 4.1;
Neh. 5.4-5). The repetition in v. 10 of the topic of nakedness
already mentioned in v. 7 may be an indication that the author’s
vein of inventiveness is beginning to be exhausted. Verses 10b-11
turn to a description of those who are obliged by reason of
nonpayment of debts to do agricultural work for others: they
carry the sheaves of harvested corn to be stored in the barns,
operate the olive presses and tread the grapes, yet they are in a
starving condition because they are forbidden to partake of these
three staple products, corn, oil and wine (cf. Hos. 2.8). In v. 12 there
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appears to be a change of scene from countryside to town; but
there the situation is no better. The point of this verse lies,
however, in the final line, which sums up Job’s conclusion about
the whole matter: God pays no attention to the cries for help of
the poor and oppressed.

Invv. 13-17 Job’s (or the author’s) imagination takes full flight
and enters the realm of the fantastic. The tone of these verses is
so markedly different from that of the earlier sections of the
chapter that the view of those commentators who see them as an
independent poem becomes almost plausible. Whereas vv. 1-12
had been based on the realities of oppressive landowners and of
those who suffer from their cruelty, these verses depict a group
of people who are completely estranged from normal behaviour:
they are those who ‘rebel against the light’, preferring the dark-
ness for carrying out their evil deeds. The word ‘light’ (6r) has a
variety of meanings in Hebrew, some of which are represented in
this book. In general it signifies what is good; it had been created
by God as a gift to the world. Often it is a synonym for life itself.
But it also has the property of bringing to light all that is done
in the world, whether good or evil. For this reason it is hated and
avoided by the wicked. While some of the deeds alleged here—
burglary and adultery—belong to the realm of the everyday, v.
14 best illustrates the lack of specificity in the indictments in
this passage: to set out while it is dark with the deliberate inten-
tion of killing the poor hardly belongs to the realm of reality.

The preceding verses have not drawn any conclusions from
their description of the behaviour of the wicked—whether it is
held to be punished or not. The final verses of Job’s speech, as
has already been noted, constitute—together with 27.13-23—one
of the greatest of all the problems of the book. Several different
attempts have been offered to account for Job’s sudden abandon-
ment of his own position, which he has expressed even in this
very chapter (v. 12¢), namely, that God does nothing to right the
wrongs of those who have suffered injustice. The principal expla-
nations proposed are

(a) That Job is here ‘quoting a version of the view of the
friends. It is a fact that in the Old Testament such ‘quota-
tions’ expressing views contrary to those of the speaker
are not infrequently introduced with no formal indication
that they are to be understood as such, for example with a
formula, such as ‘But you have said...’. The difficulty with



120 Job 24

this theory in the present case is the improbability that
such a lengthy ‘quotation’ should have been made just at
this point, at the climax of Job’s speech.

(b) That these verses were originally intended to be read as a
speech, or part of a speech, by one of the friends—that
they are the ‘missing’ speech of Zophar or a section of
Bildad’s now unsatisfactorily short speech in ch. 25—but
that for some reason they have become misplaced, or that
a formula, such as “Then X answered...’, has dropped out of
the text.

(¢) That they are an addition made to the original text by an
editor or glossator who disagreed with Job’s views. But if
this were the case one would expect such an interpolation
to occur earlier in the book.

(d) That they are a quite separate poem having no connection
with the rest of the book.

Whatever may be the correct solution to this problem, I shall
interpret these verses as they stand, as part of the book as we
have it.

These verses are among the most difficult in the book, and
some commentators have found parts of them untranslatable.
Any attempt to comprehend them is bound to be partially conjec-
tural. But it is clear that vv. 18-20 confidently assert the sudden
ruin of the wicked, ending with their death and obliteration from
human memory, while vv. 21-24 draw a picture of how their
apparent power and prosperity prove illusory. Verse 18 speaks
first of the instability of the wicked—Ilike flotsam (qal) on the
face of the waters—and then proceeds from water toland and from
metaphor to sober reality: their ‘portion’—that is, their landed
estates—will be reckoned accursed (qll), so that even those who
were formerly compelled to tread their grapes (as in v. 11) will
no longer be willing to do so. Verse 19 picks up the reference to
water, whose evaporation in the intense heat is a symbol of the
disappearance of the wicked into the underworld. Even their
own mothers (rehem, ‘womb’) will forget their existence, and only
the worm that feeds on their corpses will find them delicious
(literally, ‘sweet’)!

Verse 21 reverts to the topic of the anti-social crimes of the
wicked; but v. 22 asserts that although they may continue for a
time to enjoy their power, there will come a time when they will
lose confidence even in their own survival: however much they
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may appear to have achieved security, God has their deeds under
his eye (v. 23), and they will suddenly disappear from the world
of the living (v. 24). Of the two similes in this verse the meaning
of the first is not clear. Some translators have had recourse to
the Greek, which reads ‘he withers like mallows in the heat’; but
this is quite uncertain. The chapter ends with a pugnacious chal-
lenge to whoever has been listening to dismiss the preceding
speech as deliberate falsehood or simply as worthless. This kind
of ending is exactly what we might expect either from Job himself
(cf. 19.28-29; 21.34) or from the friends (Eliphaz, 5.27); but here
it is completely incongruous in the mouth of Job, as the view
expressed in vv. 13-24 is precisely the opposite of his own.
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As has been suggested above, part of Bildad’s final speech may
be missing, or may have been preserved elsewhere in the book.
What remains—a reflection on God’s absolute majesty and the
impossibility for sinful and puny human beings to sustain a
claim to be judged righteous by him—brings nothing new to the
discussion. Others have made the same point, notably Eliphaz
(4.17-21; 15.14-16) and Job himself (9.2-3; 14.1-4). There ought,
therefore, to be no dispute between Job and the friends on this
matter. Yet although Bildad does not address Job or refer to him
by name in these verses, it is true that Job has in fact frequently
claimed to be righteous (9.15, 20; 12.4; 13.18; 22.3), pure (16.17)
and blameless (tam, 9.20, 21). Bildad has a point, therefore;
however, righteousness is a concept not easy to define. God’s
righteousness and human righteousness are not the same thing.
The righteousness (sdg) to which Job lays claim is basically a
legal one and akin to innocence; it is not absolute moral perfec-
tion. What Job is maintaining throughout the book is that he is
undeserving of the exceptional punishment that has been
inflicted on him, and innocent of the crimes of which the friends
have accused him. He has conformed to the standard of righteous-
ness (sedeq, s‘daqd) that, according to Old Testament teaching,
God demands of human beings. This is not remotely comparable
with the righteousness, or justice, of God that the friends have
loudly proclaimed but which Job has questioned. In this sense,
therefore, this speech of Bildad’s, if directed against Job, is beside
the point.

Bildad begins his speech with a consideration that is common
ground for all the contestants: the infinite majesty and power of
God. Job has already spoken (13.11; 23.15) of the terror that God
inspires. Bildad here speaks first of God’s undisputed power over
the heavenly sphere, where he permits no rebellion but ‘makes
peace’, and then of the numberless heavenly ‘squadrons’ whom
he employs to enforce his will on earth (cf. 19.12, where Job
complains of the attacks of these gdiidim on him). The verse in
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which Bildad moves to his conclusion that in the face of this
terrifying God no human being can claim to be pure or righteous
(v. 4)is simply a quotation of a rhetorical question already posed
twice by Eliphaz (4.17; 15.14).

There seems to be a leap in thought from the idea of God’s
power to that of human moral unworthiness; the implication is
probably that such an all-powerful God cannot be ignorant of
the behaviour of his human creatures. The thought is reinforced
by an a fortiori argument (vv. 5-6) that also has been already
used by Eliphaz in similar contexts (15.15-16). If even the moon
and the stars cannot match the purity of their creator, much less
can a human being. The rare word rimmd, ‘worm’, in v. 6 is used
elsewhere as an image of the decomposition of corpses after their
burial; but it also occurs in the present sense of degradation or
humiliation of human beings in Ps. 22.6 and Isa. 41.14.
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In the first verses of this chapter (vv. 2-4) Job addresses the
previous speaker (Bildad) in a heavily ironic spirit not unlike
that of the opening verses of earlier speeches in the book. But
the remainder of the chapter makes no reference to Bildad’s
arguments. It is an ostensibly non-controversial statement about
the creation of the universe by God. It has therefore been
concluded by many commentators that it cannot be the continua-
tion of Job’s speech, though there is nothing here that is in any
way inconsistent with Job’s position or that would be more appro-
priate on the lips of any of the friends. Rather, the problem is
simply that these verses are not particularly appropriate at this
point: this confession of faith in God as Creator seems to serve
no immediate purpose. No polemical use is made of it. The conclu-
sion in v. 14 that God’s ways are utterly mysterious and beyond
human comprehension is quite uncontroversial, and is in fact in
agreement with Bildad’s own comments in ch. 25 about the infi-
nite distance between God and his human creatures. It is prob-
able, therefore, that these verses are not the continuation of
Job’s reply to Bildad (which may no longer be extant). It is not
clear at what point, if any, they can be fitted into the book.
Verses 2-4 consist entirely of ironical questions in which Job
mocks Bildad’s speech—and, it would seem, those of the other
friends as well—as being utterly useless. He, Job, is the helpless
one who needs help; but they have given him none. He represents
himself as the one who lacks wisdom and needs advice (there is a
double irony here, as in fact Job does not believe that he needs
advice), and although he has received a torrent of advice, it has
been worthless. In v. 4 he challenges the friends’ claim to super-
natural revelation, such as was made by Eliphaz in 4.12-17, when
he referred to a supernatural voice that had spoken to him. He
rejects such claims: their advice has no such supernatural origin.
Before proceeding to speak of God’s creation of the heavens and
the earth in vv. 5-6, Job asserts his power over the underworld,
the abode of the dead. The dead (r*pa’im) are conceived, in terms
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of the cosmology current in the ancient Near East, as located in
the nether waters (cf. 2 Sam. 22.5; Ps. 88.7; Jon. 2.3). Abaddon, a
word related to ‘abad, ‘to perish’, is synonymous with Sheol as a
name for the place of the dead. These verses state that even the
dead are not beyond God’s control: his omniscience extends to the
underworld and strikes terror into its inhabitants (c¢f. Amos 9.2).
In other speeches, however (7.9; 10.21-22; 14.14; 16.22), Job
seems to imply that God’s power over the dead is limited in that
their fate is irrevocable: there cannot be any return from the
grave.

Verses 7-9 have a distinct literary form: that of the participial
hymn. Each of these verses begins with a participle with God as
the implied subject, and they form a list of God’s creative acts
(the list is continued in vv. 10-13 but in a different grammatical
form). The participial form is characteristic of hymns of praise
and comparable passages in larger contexts in which Yahweh’s
great deeds, whether creative (e.g., Pss. 104; 147; Isa. 40.22-23;
51.9-20) or redemptive (e.g., Pss. 103.3-5; 146.6-9) are celebrated.
The form also occurs elsewhere in this book. Some of the items
listed here have close affinities with 9.6-10; 36.27-32; 37.14-24
and parts of Yahweh’s speeches in chs. 38-41, making the crea-
tion hymn in various forms a major theme of the book.

Verses 7-13 can only be properly understood on the basis of
contemporary cosmological beliefs. In the Old Testament refer-
ences to cosmology there is considerable variation as to the
details, a fact that makes precise understanding difficult.
Elsewhere in similar passages the verb ‘to stretch out’ (natd,
v. 7) has ‘the heavens’ as its object. Here what God stretches out
is called sapon, which usually means ‘the north’. This may refer
to God’s dwelling place in the heavens, although this is not
certain. ‘Hanging the earth on nothing’ is probably an allusion
to cosmological speculations: it seems to contradict statements
that it rests on ‘pillars’ or ‘foundations’ (e.g., Job 9.6; Prov.
8.29). Verse 8 marvels at the way in which God made the clouds
a receptacle for the rainwater, whose weight, however, did not
burst their receptacle and descend to flood the earth as had
occurred during the Great Flood, when ‘the windows of heaven
opened’ at God’s command to destroy mankind (Gen. 7.11).
Verse 9 may simply refer to God’s control of the clouds so that
they can hide even the brightness of the full moon from view;
alternatively the reference may be not to the moon but to God’s
using the clouds to conceal his throne—an interpretation that
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may support the supposed reference to God’s dwelling place
(rather than ‘the north’) in v. 7.

The ‘circle’ that God marked out by decree according to v. 10
is somewhat different from the circular vault of heaven on
which God is said to walk in 22.14. Here, as in Prov. 8.27, it
denotes the horizon, which to the ancients marked the outer
edge of the world conceived as a flat disc. Beyond that was the
darkness of the hostile waters surrounding the world. What is
being said here is that when he created the world God set a
boundary round the earth, preventing those waters from
encroaching on it and overwhelming it (cf. 38.8-11). Only
within those limits was there light, supplied by sun, moon and
stars (cf. Prov. 8.27-29). Verses 11-12 confirm this in different
words. God’s action in v. 10 was a rebuke to the threatening
waters that caused even the °‘pillars’ that supported the
heavens and kept them in place to tremble and gasp with
astonishment. Verse 12 employs the language of myth. The
myth in question is that of God’s victory at the time of the
creation of the world over the hostile sea and over the chaos
monster Rahab (see the comments on 7.12 and 9.8, 13 above).
Another version of the myth is alluded to in v. 13b, where the
‘fleeing serpent’, mentioned in Isa. 27.1 (cf. Isa. 51.9) also
represents the forces of chaos destroyed by God at the crea-
tion. Similar myths are found in both Babylonian and
Canaanite (Ugaritic) literature.

Just as vv. 5-13 foreshadow Yahweh’s speeches (chs. 38-41)
in their catalogue of God’s great deeds in creation, so does v. 14,
with which Job concludes this speech, foreshadow Job’s reac-
tion to Yahweh’s self-revelation in 42.2-6. In both passages
there is an expression of total humility: a confession of the
immense gulf that exists between God and man. However
much learned discourse has taken place in the speeches of the
friends and however much they have professed to understand
God, they in fact, like all human beings, know nothing at all
about him. They may think that they know his ‘ways’—that is,
his deeds (for the meaning of ‘ways’ here see Prov. 8.22) and
his nature—but that knowledge is in reality insignificant. It
does not begin to comprehend the reality of God, or his tremen-
dous power, which is like thunder in comparison with the
mere ‘whisper’ that has been vouchsafed to them. Paradoxically
it is Job who, in confessing his utter ignorance, has already
begun to ‘speak of God what is right’, for which God will
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commend him in 42.7-8. It is because he achieved that
perception even before Yahweh appeared to him and addressed
him directly, while the friends have arrogantly claimed
superior knowledge of God, that Job finally receives God’s
approbation.
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As the text is now arranged, the speech of Job that began in
ch. 26 is continued; and in fact Job speaks continuously until the
end of ch. 31. But this long speech has been broken up by new
headings, one in 27.1 and the other (verbally identical) in 29.1.
The heading in 27.1 seems to have been intended to indicate a
change of direction. The debate with the friends is now complete,
and the friends do not speak again. Although he addresses them
briefly in vv. 5, 11 and 12, Job is no longer primarily concerned
with them. Some commentators have suggested that the heading
inv. 1 may have been added for another reason: that, asin 24.18-24,
there is reason to suppose some dislocation in the text in that a
large part of this chapter expresses sentiments that are difficult
to attribute to Job. At least vv. 13-23 and possibly also vv. 7-12
would, it is supposed, be more appropriate in the mouth of one of
the friends, and once again it has been supposed that these verses
are part of the ‘lost’ third speech of Zophar. As with 24.18-24
they will be interpreted here for what they contain, no particular
attribution being proposed. It is difficult to see why the disloca-
tion, if that is what it is, should have been the occasion for the
heading in v. 1, which can be explained satisfactorily as purely
editorial.

Job begins (vv. 2-6) with a pair of formal oaths in which he
stakes everything on the truth of his claim to be innocent of the
wickedness that has been alleged against him. (The heading of
v. 1, whether editorial or not, is in fact singularly appropriate
here in view of the solemn nature of what follows.) Once more
the language is that of the court of law: Job is making a formal
defence. With supreme irony he draws God into the affair: the
same God whom he holds responsible for his misery is now
summoned as a witness to his veracity. To swear by God’s life
(elsewhere in the Old Testament Yahweh’s life) was the most
solemn kind of oath possible, bringing severe retribution on a
person who swore falsely (cf. Lev. 19.12; Num. 5.20-22). Job does
not deny that it was God who gave him life (v. 3); but he still
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maintained that he had deprived him of justice and embittered his
life (v. 2). In vv. 5 and 6 he turns almost for the last time to address
the friends, and affirms with another oath that he will never give
up his claim to integrity (tummd, which God had attributed to him
in 2.3 and which his wife had urged him to abandon in 2.9), so
admitting that the friends are in the right. He thus gives formal
notice that he is now ready to defend himself, come what may.

The interpreter of vv. 7-10 faces two major difficulties: (1)
Can the statements in these verses about the fate of the wicked
be reconciled with Job’s general position? (2) Who is ‘my enemy’
(Coyebi) in v. 7? Is it God, of whom Job has earlier complained in
13.24 that he treats him as an enemy? This is hardly possible in
view of vv. 8 and 9. But it is also difficult to take it as referring
to the ‘friends’, since despite their sometimes acrimonious debate,
nothing has been said that would justify Job’s use of such a
strong expression. But is Job the speaker here? These verses are
equally improbable in the mouth of the friends. There is no
consensus of opinion among the commentators. It may be best to
take the verses as an interpolation into the original book by
someone who misunderstood Job’s position and placed them
inappropriately in his mouth. The sentiment that they express is
one familiar from such psalms as Psalm 35.

If vv. 7-10 are an interpolation, vv. 11-12 can be seen as the
continuation—and, it seems, the conclusion—of Job’s speech. He
addresses the friends for the last time. The verbs in v. 11 are to
be taken as referring to the past rather than the future: ‘T have
been teaching..’, and so on. Job claims that all through the
debate it is he and not the friends who have told the truth about
the way in which God exercises his power (literally, his ‘hand’)
and about his mode of operation (‘that which is with’ him). Verse
12a is a conditional clause: ‘If you have seen this’: that is, the
friends have had an equal opportunity of understanding it. But
they have made a nonsense (hebel) of it, that is, they have
completely misunderstood it.

Verses 13-23 speak of the fate of the wicked in terms strongly
reminiscent of similar speeches by Eliphaz and Bildad, of
Zophar’s description in 20.5-29 and of that wrongly attributed to
Job in 24.18-24. They have been identified as part of Zophar’s
‘lost’ third speech; but all that can be said with certainty is that
the view that they express is not that of Job but of the friends.

Verse 13, which introduces the passage, is fundamentally the
same as the verse that concludes Zophar’s speech in 20.29. In using
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the words ‘portion’ (héleq) and ‘inheritance’ (nah®ld) the verse
assumes that the destiny of all human beings is irrevocably
determined by God and is part of his universal design. The
particular destiny reserved for wicked oppressors is then
described. Verses 14-15, perhaps with a grim allusion to the fate
of Job’s own family, speak of the children of the wicked who
suffer for the sins of their fathers in being destroyed by a succes-
sion of disasters that figure frequently in both Old Testament
and Near Eastern writing: sword, starvation, plague. These are
represented in personal terms that point to their widespread
devastation: pestilence ‘buries’ its victims in the absence of survi-
vors. So frequently will these disasters follow one upon the other
that the victims’ widows will be incapable of mourning.

Verses 16-17 refer to the wealth accumulated by the wicked,
which they will not live to enjoy but which will become the prop-
erty of the righteous. The verb ‘divide’ or ‘share’ (yah®oq) in
v. 17b corresponds to the noun Aéleq, ‘portion’, in v. 13: if disaster
is the ‘lot’ of the wicked, it is the ‘lot’ of the righteous that they
should succeed to the wealth of the wicked. That wealth is repre-
sented as consisting of silver and luxurious clothes, which they
‘pile up’ as if they were no more valuable than dust or clay. The
righteous will inherit their silver and wear their clothes.

Verses 18-19 continue the theme of the ephemeral nature of
the wealth of the wicked under different imagery. The houses
that they build will be ‘like the moth’ (ka‘as), not ‘nests’, a symbol
of fragility (cf. 4.19), and will be no more solid than the tempo-
rary huts of those who guard vineyards. Verse 19 expresses the
matter with yet another image: the wicked will go to bed wealthy,
but when they wake up in the morning their wealth will be gone.
Verses 20-23 picture the suddenness of their destruction in terms
of natural disasters: first floods and then violent storms. But the
use of the rare word ballahét, ‘terrors’, in v. 20, shows that the
author is thinking of demonic forces behind these natural
phenomena (cf. ‘the king of terrors’, 18.14). This picture picks up
the confident statements of Zophar in ch. 20, which had been
categorically rebutted by Job in 21.18. The reference to the sipd,
‘storm-wind’, in v. 20 has been associated by some commentators
with the wind (not necessarily a whirlwind) from which Yahweh
appeared to Job in 38.1; but there a different word (s¢@ra) is used.
In Elihu’s speech in 37.9 siéipd does occur again, where it is said to
be an example of God’s marvellous works of creation.
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The questions of the authorship of this chapter and of its place
in the book have been considered in the Introduction. There is
nothing in the text—not even an introductory verse like 27.1 or
29.1—to suggest a break in continuity; it will therefore be
assumed here that Job is understood still to be speaking. The
chapter purports to constitute a reply to a question posed in vv. 12
and 20 about the ‘location’ of wisdom, asserting that this is
known to no one but God himself. Wisdom is here depicted as if
it were a ‘commodity’ of enormous value that human beings
strive to find (cf. Prov. 3.15); it is not personified as in other
parts of Proverbs 1-9, especially in Proverbs 1 and 8, where
Wisdom herself is represented as speaking. The search for wisdom
is, of course, a universal one; it is the foundation of all the philos-
ophies. The spatial language used here (‘where?, ‘place’ and other
such terms) probably owes something to mythical concepts; but
itis used symbolically. The underlying questions are ‘Who possesses
wisdom? and ‘How (if at all) is it possible to acquire it?’

The chapter asserts that only God is truly ‘wise’; only he fully
possesses wisdom. It was through this wisdom that he performed
the acts by which the universe was created and which no human
being can emulate (vv. 23-27; cf. Prov. 3.19). Nevertheless
according to v. 28 there is a possibility for human beings to obtain
wisdom by fearing God and rejecting evil. This statement does
not contradict what has been said in the preceding verses as
some commentators have maintained. The wisdom that is stated
to be attainable by human beings is of a different order from God’s
wisdom; by fearing God and rejecting evil—of which Job was a
pre-eminent exemplar according to the Prologue (1.1, 8; 2.3)—men
and women are able to acquire, as a special gift from God, a kind
of wisdom scaled down, as it were, to their capabilities.

As a final statement by Job (before he moves on to make his
formal defence in chs. 29-31) the chapter is a self-contained
and well-structured poem. Its literary skill is shown in its
oblique approach to its topic. It begins not with wisdom but with
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an account of what human beings can achieve without wisdom:
their remarkable ability to discover gold and precious stones and
the great effort that they expend to this end (vv. 1-11). Every
precious thing, it seems, is within their grasp. But not wisdom.
The question where it is to be found (v. 12) is answered nega-
tively in vv. 12-22. Wisdom is inaccessible not only to human
beings but also to other living creatures and even to death, the
ruler of the underworld (v. 22). The human preoccupation with
gold and precious stones with which the chapter begins is shown
to be nugatory, as wisdom is infinitely more precious than those
things (vv. 15-19). The negative conclusions of vv. 12-14 and 21
are balanced by vv. 23-27, which assert that God alone under-
stands and possesses wisdom, and the whole poem is balanced by
v. 28 with its alternative answer to the question where wisdom is
to be found.

Verses 1-11 offer a fascinating glimpse of mining activity in
the ancient world for gold, silver, iron and precious stones. The
author was evidently a learned person familiar with the tech-
nology of his time beyond the confines of his own country; the
land of Israel did not produce these things, at any rate in suffi-
cient quantities to justify mining operations. The author,
however, knew of deep underground mines in which it was
necessary for the workers to swing suspended from ropes (v. 4).
Unfortunately our knowledge of ancient mining is too limited to
make it possible to understand the details. Verse 6 adds lapis
lazuli (sappir—not sapphires), a precious stone much valued by
the ancients, to the list. The meaning of v. 5 is not clear; it prob-
ably draws a contrast between the tranquil surface of the earth,
which continues to produce the common necessities of life, and
the upheavals envisaged by the author as occurring underground,
whether as the result of mining operations or, as some have
conjectured, of volcanic activity. Verses 7-11 are concerned to
stress the thoroughness of human ingenuity in penetrating to
the most inaccessible of places and overcoming all obstacles in a
determination to prise hidden treasures from their place of
concealment. Even the eagles and other birds of prey, noted for
their acute vision, which enables them to spot their prey while
still in flight, are unable to see these activities; and the lions and
other wild beasts passing by on the ground are no less ignorant
of them. These engineers employ every possible means in their
search: smashing through the hardest of rocks, shifting soil on a
massive scale (the hyperbole of v. 9b may be an ironical allusion
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to 9.5-6, where Job lists ‘overthrowing mountains’ as an example
of activity proper to God alone), sometimes boring tunnels in the
rocks and at other times damming streams (v. 11a—rather than
‘probing’ as in some modern translations) and so successfully
bringing hidden treasures to light. This verse (11) leads up to the
crucial question of v. 12: but where is wisdom to be found?
Human beings have looked everywhere and nothing, one would
suppose, ought to be inaccessible to them. Everything is within
their grasp, except one thing: wisdom.

The author answers the question negatively by first stressing,
in terms that ironically recall the successful discovery by human
beings of all the other most valuable objects in creation (vv. 13-14),
the utter inaccessibility of wisdom, and then pointing out that
they have missed the most valuable thing of all, which even this
accumulated wealth cannot purchase (vv. 15-19). Verse 13 recalls
vv. 7-8: just as the animals cannot see the ‘path’ to human mining
operations, so human beings do not know the ‘way’ to wisdom.
Even the sea affirms that it would be useless for them to pursue
their search for it, for it is not to be found there.

Verses 15-19 are an elaborate development of the topic of the
infinite value of wisdom, a topic that is expressed more succinctly
in Prov. 3.14-15; 8.10-11. Here it is developed with great skill by
means of a kaleidoscopic series of changing images. There are
here no less than five words and phrases denoting different
kinds of gold, and a whole series of precious stones and objects is
listed to demonstrate the incomparability of wisdom. Literary
skill is also shown in the variation of the sentence structures
and the variety of the vocabulary. Thus wisdom’s price is above
that of corals; it cannot be equalled by gold or glass objects; it
cannot be compared with chrysolite; it cannot be purchased with
gold or exchanged for objects of fine gold; coral and crystal are
not even to be mentioned as comparable with it; and so on. The
list contains items of great rarity, such as crystal, chrysolite and
glass. Such items as these and the different kinds of gold of
differing value mentioned must have been so rare as to be almost
fabulous in the eyes of the readers—an Aladdin’s cave of treas-
ures or a multi-millionaire’s hoard. The imagination is intended
to boggle. So a list of negative items again leads up to the ques-
tion of wisdom’s provenance. Wisdom is more desirable and more
valuable than anything in the world; but where does it come
from, and where is to be be found? The repetition of the question
is like the tolling of a bell. Wisdom’s inaccessibility is further
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confirmed by v. 21, a verse taken partly from v. 7 and partly
from v. 13b, and by v. 22. In the latter verse wisdom’s ‘hidden-
ness’ is accentuated by a reference to the underworld, the only
remaining part of the universe, whose great depth below the
earth is proverbial (cf. 11.8). In the Old Testament the word
‘death’ (mawet) sometimes retains mythical overtones of Mot,
the ruler of the underworld and of the dead (Jer. 9.21; Hos. 13.14;
Hab. 2.5); so here Death, together with Abaddon (see 26.6) is
represented like the sea (t¢hom, ‘deep’; yam, ‘sea’, also words with
mythical overtones) as speaking. The two speak in chorus to deny
all knowledge of the whereabouts of wisdom—they have only
heard a report of it! Evidently the dead are no more able to find
wisdom than are the living.

Verse 23 at last gives the positive answer to the repeated ques-
tion of vv. 12 and 16. Only God knows the ‘way’ to wisdom (picking
up on v. 13a); he alone knows its ‘place’ (answering v. 20b). He
has this knowledge because he alone is able, unlike human
beings, however skilful, and with sharper vision even than the
sharp-eyed birds of prey (v. 7), to see everything that exists in
the world (v. 24). However deeply wisdom might be hidden, God
knows where it is to be found. This ability to observe everything
was frequently attributed to deity in the ancient Near Eastern
world, and the Old Testament was no exception (cf. Ps. 33.13;
Prov. 15.3; Zech. 4.10). Here this knowledge is closely connected
with God’s creation of the world. In describing this the author
has singled out for mention those actions that emphasize the
skill with which God ordered the meteorological phenomena
whose ordering made the world a habitable place: adjusting
the weight of the wind to limit its force; limiting the extent of the
waters which could threaten human life (cf. Prov. 8.29); setting
a limit to the rain and to the thunder that accompanies the rain-
storm and appears to threaten the human race. It was precisely
in the process of creation, says the author, that God ‘saw’ wisdom
(v. 27). Wisdom is thus the fundamental principle of order in the
universe (see Prov. 8.22-31 for a comparable statement). These
verses make it clear that God’s wisdom is utterly different from
any ‘wisdom’ that human beings might claim to possess.

The word ‘then’ in v. 27 is used in a temporal sense: it was in
the moment when he created the world that God encountered
wisdom. This way of expressing the matter is similar to that of
Prov. 8.22-31. In Prov. 8.22 a personified Wisdom speaks of her
association with Yahweh as having existed before he began to
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create the world; whether she claims that he created her or
‘acquired’ her at that time depends on the meaning of the ambig-
uous verb qand, which is disputed. Here this association is stated
to be contemporary with God’s acts of creation. It is described in
four verbs the precise meaning of some of which is not clear.
First, God ‘saw’ wisdom; this may mean that he then became
aware of wisdom for the first time: he ‘discovered’ her—perhaps
implying wisdom’s pre-existence. The most common meaning of
the second verb (sippar) is to ‘tell, inform, declare to’ someone,
but in this case it almost certainly means something like ‘assess,
appraise’ (literally ‘number, count’ as in 38.37; Ps. 22.17). The
third, hekin, sometimes comes close to meaning ‘create’ (cf. Ps.
65.9; 74.16; Prov. 8.27), though it can also mean °‘establish,
appoint’. The fourth, hagar, ‘search, explore’, is probably an allu-
sion to v. 3, where it is used of the miners who search for metal
ores (but do not find wisdom!). In Jer. 17.10, where Yahweh is
said to ‘search the human heart’, it clearly means to have a
complete knowledge of something, and that is the most probable
meaning here. In sum, this verse does not necessarily state that
God created wisdom but states that it is his peculiar possession,
and implies that it was the instrument that he used when he
created the world (cf. Prov. 3.19-20). It is not confined to any
specific location but pervades the whole universe. Verse 28, as
has been explained above, speaks of a quite different and infe-
rior kind of wisdom that God has made available to human
beings.
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Chapters 29-31 form a closely knit triad. In ch. 29 Job laments
the loss of his former status when he ‘lived like a king among
his troops’ (v. 25); in ch. 30 he describes in pathetic language his
present miserable and degraded state, which he claims is due to
God’s persecution; in ch. 31 he defends his conduct, swearing
with an oath that it has been exemplary and citing a long list of
sins of which he has been innocent.

To whom are these chapters addressed? There is no longer any
reference to the friends: the debate is over. Nor, apart from a short
passage in 30.20-23, is God specifically addressed. Nevertheless
these chapters should be seen as constituting at last the formal
charge against God that Job has all along wanted to be allowed to
make. Admittedly God has still not appeared; at the close of this
section (31.35-37) Job is still demanding an answer. Although
the speeches of Elihu in chs. 32-37 interrupt the sequence,
chs. 3841 are to be understood as God’s counter-charges against
Job. Chapters 29-31 and 38-41 together thus have the character
of a legal process marked by the speeches of accuser and defender
respectively.

Job’s purpose in chs. 29-31 is to make use of every possible
rhetorical device to elicit sympathy for his case and to persuade
God—who, being in a position of absolute power, is in a
sense judge as well as litigant—that his case is a convincing one.
Chapters 29-30 are a diptych: they describe the two contrasting
periods of Job’s life—his former idyllic existence and his present
condition as an outcast rejected even by the dregs of society—in
extreme terms reminiscent of mediaeval paintings of heaven
and hell. Together they form an impressive lament. Job’s descrip-
tion of his former life in ch. 29, which begins with the regretful
words ‘Oh, that I were...’, while it has its own interest at least for
the modern reader as an account of the prosperous and blissful
existence of a patriarchal chief, is in fact as much a lament over
past glory as ch. 30 is a lament over the misery of the present. In
both chapters the author has made use of a literary convention
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found in some of the psalms of lamentation and more particularly
the book of Lamentations.

In 29.2-6 Job recalls the time when God had been his friend and
had lavished his blessings on him, and expresses a longing for a
return of the past. In those days God had ‘watched’ him (samar)
(v. 2). Here this word denotes God’s protective care, very different
from the surveillance (Samar) of which he had complained when
he had felt that God was waiting to detect him in sin (10.14; 13.27;
14.16). The ‘lamp’ and ‘light’ (v. 3) symbolize godly blessing (cf.
Pss. 18.28; 119.105). Verse 5 alludes to the loss of Job’s family
that had occurred as a consequence of the withdrawal of God’s
favour (1.12,18-19). Verse 6 is expressed in hyperbolical language,
but the reference to unlimited milk and oil describes accurately
enough Job’s actual prosperity in the past, presupposing vast
herds of cattle and olive groves.

In vv. 7-10 Job describes his former standing as leader of his
community. He seems again to be indulging in hyperbole: he
represents himself as having had virtually royal status (cf. ‘like
a king’, v. 25). He depicts his arrival at the square before the city
gate, where justice was traditionally administered, to take
his official seat there as judge (cf. 1 Kgs 22.10; 2 Chron. 32.6).
He presented an awe-inspiring figure. The young men (or boys)
were afraid to face him, the old men stood out of respect, and
even the chief citizens broke off their conversations and dared
no longer speak. The words sarim (often translated as ‘princes’)
and n‘gidim (‘nobles’), though they can have a more generalized
meaning, suggest that Job had had a very high status indeed.
This is a somewhat different picture from that of the Prologue,
which, though it represents Job as an extremely wealthy man
and the greatest of all the people of the east, says nothing about
his being a political ruler or judge.

Verses 11-17 elaborate the reason (ki, ‘because’, vv. 11, 12)
why Job was treated with such respect by his people. It was not
just fear that motivated them as would have been the case with
a tyrannical ruler, but reverence and respect for his policies.
Both the judgments that he pronounced and the actions that they
saw him perform met with their approbation (v. 11). The actions
described in vv. 12-17 are those of a righteous ruler, such as are
set out for example in Psalm 72, and which were recognized
generally in the ancient Near East. They are those of a king who
administers justly with special concern for those who are partic-
ularly vulnerable to oppression and unable to defend themselves



138 Job 29

against inferior judges who take bribes from wealthy litigants
(cf., e.g., Exod. 23.2, 6-9; Amos 5.12; Prov. 17.23). The poor,
orphans, widows and foreign workers traditionally fell into
this class; also the disabled (blind and lame) who were natural
victims of injustice. Job’s equitable policy (sedeq) and just deci-
sions (mispat) were so characteristic of his rule that they might
be said to fit him like a cloak (v. 14). Verses 16 and 17 portray
him as actively investigating cases of alleged tyranny and
rescuing victims from the clutches of their persecutors. Job thus
refutes in detail the unfounded allegations of Eliphaz in 22.5-9.

From his account of his exemplary life Job turns in vv. 18-20
to the hopes for his future that he had entertained in the days of
his prosperity. Like the friends, he had then expected that a
blameless life would be blessed by God: that he would live to a
great and honoured age (v. 18). ‘Die in my nest’ is an unusual
expression;if the text is correct it probably means to die surrounded
by one’s family: a ‘good death’ like those of the patriarchs Abraham
(Gen. 25.8-9); Isaac (Gen. 35.29), Jacob (Gen. 49.33; 50.1-14) and
Joseph (Gen. 50.24-26). The simile of the phoenix, the fabulous
bird that was supposed constantly to renew its life after its death,
is another colourful hyperbole.

Verses 21-25 resume the theme of vv. 7-17; this discontinuity
may be due to an unintentional displacement of the material
within the chapter. This group of verses probably originally
followed v. 10, though v. 25 reads like a summarizing conclusion.
Verses 21, 22a elaborate the theme of vv. 9-10: the silence of the
assembled citizens was in order to listen to Job’s words of wisdom.
In vv. 22b-23 the precious quality of what Job had to say is
expressed in terms of the dropping of the dew and the coming of
the rain. The verb ntp, ‘drop, drip’, is a fairly frequent metaphor
for human speech (cf., e.g., Prov. 5.3; Amos 7.16); waiting hope-
fully for the relief of the arrival of the rain after a dry, hot
summer was a common experience in Palestine (cf. Jer. 8.20). The
meaning of v. 24 is uncertain. The first line may refer to Job’s
contemptuous laughter rather than to his smile: this seemed so
out of character that those who heard it were unwilling to believe
it. On the other hand, when he showed them his other, favourable
side (cf. Prov. 16.15 on the light of the king’s countenance), they
accepted it gladly and treasured it in their memories. Verse 25
presents Job as a masterful ruler, regulating the conduct of his
subjects and yet, as the pastor of his people, deigning to comfort
the bereaved like God’s servant in Isa. 61.2.
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In ch. 29 Job described his former life lived under God’s blessing
when he was the revered leader and ruler of his community. In
that chapter there was also a note of self-justification: he was
anxious to emphasize, in line with the Prologue (1.1), that he had
always behaved justly and with kindness towards his subordi-
nates. Job was never slow to lay stress on these qualities; in the
dialogue with the friends, with whom he was on terms of social
equality, he had always spoken proudly, and he had even refused
to bow before God himself when the question of his personal
integrity was concerned. In ch. 30 he takes a further step in his
defence. The dramatic contrast between ‘then’ and ‘now'—
between what God had done for him in the past and what he had
now done against him—constituted in itself a powerful indict-
ment against God that hardly needed to be spelled out, though in
vv. 20-23 Job does spell it out in a direct address to God. He
begins, however, with a pathetic description of his present humil-
iation at the hands of the very outcasts from society.

The significant initial word of the chapter, w*attd, ‘But now’,
v. 1), is repeated twice more in vv. 9 and 16. Verses 1-16 describe
in pathetic language how Job is now treated by the rabble.
However, doubts have been expressed by some commentators
whether vv. 2-8 belong to the original text. They speak not of the
malice of these people but of their situation as outcasts of society
who are reduced to living in more or less subhuman conditions,
barely scratching a living from the desert and waste places. It
has been argued that these verses are inappropriate to their
context, not in any way contributing to the point that Job is
making; and that they would fit better into one of the descrip-
tions of the fate of the wicked in an earlier chapter. Can these, it
is asked, be the same people as those who now surround Job,
mocking and spitting at him in vv. 1 and 9-10? (It is perhaps
relevant to point out that the passage contains an unusually
large number of rare words whose meaning is obscure, and that
the text is by no means without difficulties.) On the other hand,
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it has been pointed out that it is unreasonable to judge ancient
poetry by the canons of western logic, and that the passage may
simply be intended to express Job’s patrician contempt for such
low-class ruffians.

Inv. 1Job, who had spoken only a little earlier (29.24) of times
when he had expressed contempt of others (sahag, literally
‘laughed’), complains that the tables have turned with a venge-
ance. It is now others who despise him (again sahag). And the
mockers are themselves utterly despicable. They are young men
(possibly the young men who had hidden themselves, not daring
to appear before Job in former times, 29.8), who now refuse to
accord to Job the respect that was normally due to the old. They
are also of low extraction: it is not they but their fathers whose
social status was so low that Job would not have considered
employing them even in menial outside tasks. They clearly take
after their fathers. This may suggest that they are outlaws, not
recognized as citizens. If so, the description of their way of life in
vv. 2-8 may after all make sense. These were people who were
outside Job’s responsibility as ruler. But it is hard not to detect
here a note of social arrogance, which Job retains even though he
has himself become virtually an outcast.

This attitude finds expression in vv. 2-8, if it is the same people
who are described here. They are useless for work because as
outcasts they are unable to live as do ordinary citizens by culti-
vating the fields and so providing themselves with food and
shelter, and so are half-starved and suffer from cold. Job’s
unsympathetic attitude is characteristic of that of the farmer or
town-dweller towards the desert-dwellers: they are stupid
(b°ne-nabal) and of no account (b¢ne beli-sem, v. 8). It is interesting
to note that these verses strongly resemble the description of the
wicked and their fate in 24.5-8. But now (vv. 9-11) it is Job who is
an outcast and subjected to abuse. His tormentors mock him but
keep away from him, only approaching him to spit in his face.
Although the subject of the verbs in v. 11a is not named in the
text, it is generally agreed by the commentators that the refer-
ence is to God. Job is saying that the reason for his humiliation
is that God has withdrawn his support from him—though it is
not clear what is meant by ‘he has loosened my cord’. It may
mean that God has rendered him unable to defend himself by
(metaphorically) loosening his bowstring.

In vv. 12-19 the identity of Job’s adversaries becomes even
more confusing, partly because of the omission of the subjects of
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some of the verbs. Verse 12 may refer either to the same people
as in the previous verses or to another group of tormentors; in
v. 15 there is mention of ‘terrors’ (ballahoét) as in 18.11 and 27.20;
finally the ‘he’ (with a singular verb) of vv. 18-19 appears again
to be God, who is then directly addressed by Job in vv. 20-23. The
consequence of this multiplicity of subjects is to enhance the
dramatic effect by implying that Job is being attacked from all
sides and in more than one way. This effect is further enhanced
by the bewildering piling up of images.

It is not clear whether Job’s assailants in vv. 12-15 are the same
as in the preceding verses: the subject of the first verb of v. 12,
sometimes rendered by ‘rabble’ or ‘brood’, may suggest that a
different group is intended. These are not content simply to insult
Job but actually assault him. The metaphors employed in these
verses are very mixed and not easy to sort out. The middle line of
v. 12 may mean that Job’s assailants deliberately trip him up,
sending him sprawling; but in the last line of that verse he seems
to be depicted as a city under siege, and this image is continued in
v. 14 with the breaching of the city walls. In v. 15, however, the
author reverts to the topic of apparently supernatural hostile
forces, the ‘terrors’ (ballahot), together with the imagery of natural
phenomena: the wind that ‘blows away’ Job’s dignity and the
passing cloud that symbolizes the loss of his prosperity.

Job knows that it is God who is his real adversary and
tormentor: it is he who has arbitrarily stripped him of his health,
wealth and dignity and permitted him to be harassed by both
human and supernatural assailants. He now returns in vv. 16-23
to his complaint against God. Verses 16-17 describe in plain terms
the broken state of his health: his strength has gone (v. 16a), and,
as he has complained earlier (7.3-5), he is in continual pain, espe-
cially at night. Verses 18-19 revert to metaphor: God has put a
stranglehold on him and flung him down in the dirt. In 2.8 the
author of the Prologue had stated that Job literally seated himself
in the ashes as a sign of grief and humiliation. Here, however,
the phrase used is ‘dust and ashes’. This appears to have been a
standard expression signifying self-abasement: Abraham applied
it to himself in a self-deprecatory sense (Gen. 18.27), and Job
was himself to use it similarly in 42.6. But here Job’s use of it is
indicative of his arrogance: he is implying that he would not have
used it of himself or thought of himself in this way in former
times; his doing so now was due solely to God’s deliberate humil-
iation of him.
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Job now brings this humiliation and its consequences to God’s
attention in a direct address (vv. 20-23), in a passage that at this
point in the book can hardly be other than the formal indictment
of the accused (God) by the plaintiff (Job). In fact, although chs.
29-31 as a whole may be regarded as the ‘speech for the prosecu-
tion’, these four verses are the last in which Job speaks directly
to God, and indeed the last words that he speaks at all before
God makes his own speech, to which he responds in 40.4-5 and
42.2-6. Verse 20 is a general indictment, the last of many similar
ones. The complaint that God does not answer Job’s cry for help
is one that occurs frequently in the psalms of lamentation in the
Psalter. It is a cry of desolation. The second line of this verse is
probably defective in the Hebrew in that the negative particle
‘not’ has been accidentally omitted. It probably means ‘I waited,
but you did not pay attention to me’. In v. 21 Job accuses God of
changing his attitude towards him; he had never been cruel in
the past, but now he has become so. ‘You lift me up’ in v. 22 is
probably part of the accusation: Job is ‘lifted up’ not in exalta-
tion—referring to his former state of blessing—but in order to be
buffeted by the storm and wind. Finally Job concludes that it is
God’s intention to destroy him altogether, handing him over to
the realm of death.

Job now sets out his case in summary terms (vv. 24-31).
Although there is no textual indication that God is still being
addressed, these verses are clearly a continuation of the preceding
passage. They consist of two parts, with v. 26 as a transitional
verse. In vv. 24-25 Job reiterates his claim to have lived a virtuous
life: although now with emphasis on his feelings rather than his
actions, he affirms that he had always shown concern for the
poor and sympathy for the harshness of their lives. He does not
fail, however, to say that he had expected to be rewarded for this
compassionate feeling, whereas his recompense had been misfor-
tune rather than prosperity, darkness rather than light (v. 26).
Verses 27-31 elaborate the nature of this ‘evil’ and ‘darkness’.
These verses well illustrate the subtleties of the Hebrew verbal
system. (All the verbs are in the perfect tense or its equivalent,
though they are frequently rendered in translation by the present
tense. In fact they refer to things that had occurred in the past
but whose effects have remained in operation up to the present.)
Job’s emotions (literally, ‘entrails’) had ‘boiled over’ when he had
first had to face unpleasant reality, and this agitation had not
subsided (v. 27). Life had become dark to him; his unanswered
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cries for justice had made him like the desert-dwelling jackals
and ostriches with their peculiar moaning cries; he still suffers
from burning fever and a horrifying skin disease (cf. 2.7; 7.5).
All joy in life has ceased and has been turned into weeping (v. 31;
compare the similar metaphor in Lam. 5.15).
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This chapter, the last of the ‘trilogy’, has the character of a legal
defence (but also, in another sense, by implication, of an indict-
ment of God, since Job has the dual role of accuser and defendant).
It is made, as it were, to the ‘court’, and it demands a reply. If
God still remained silent and made no reply to Job’s challenge, it
was to be assumed that he admitted the truth of Job’s claim.

The main body of the chapter consists of a long catalogue of
offences that has been dubbed a ‘negative confession’. This term
is employed by Egyptologists to describe the declarations of inno-
cence prescribed in the Book of the Dead and other Egyptian
funerary texts, in which the dead person supposedly had to
defend himself before the divine judges before he could be
admitted to the blessings of eternal life; he declared that during
his life he had not committed a prescribed list of sins. The
prescribed declaration was made in the words ‘I have not committed
X. In the present chapter the dominant form of declaration is a
conditional sentence: ‘If I have...then let X be done to me’, though
there is considerable variety in the way in which the various items
are formulated.

It is notable that the sins listed are all, with one exception
(vv. 26-28 on idolatry) ethical rather than cultic in character,
and also that for the most part they are not crimes punishable by
human law, yet they are abhorrent to God (as testified, for
example, by the prophets). There is an emphasis, asin Job’s earlier
speeches, on the duty to protect the disadvantaged. These sins
were obviously those that Job regarded as particularly heinous.

Job now gathers up his earlier assertions of virtuous behav-
iour into a comprehensive catalogue. But first he emphasizes the
solemnity of his self-imposed obligation: the catalogue that
follows in the rest of the chapter is introduced by an emphatic
statement (v. 1a) in which he makes it clear that his innocent life
was the consequence of a settled, fixed determination to avoid
all temptation to evil. At some time in the past—probably while
he was still a young man—he had ‘made a covenant with his
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eyes’: that is, he had decided to control inordinate desires. Several
kinds of covenant (b°rit) were distinguished in Hebrew speech.
The word implies some kind of mutual relationship between two
or more parties, sometimes between equals and sometimes
between a superior and an inferior. The form that is used here
(karat berit [°...) is that which denotes the imposition of an obliga-
tion on another person. Metaphorically it could also be used of a
relationship with inanimate objects or with animals (5.23; 41.4)
or even with death (Isa. 28.14, 18). This is the only passage in
which it is used in connection with a part of the body of the
person who instigated the covenant: Job has placed his eyes
under an obligation. The metaphor is a bold one. But the eyes are
the organs that more than any other part of the body expose a
person to temptation; ascetic theology speaks similarly of ‘the
custody of the eyes’. The most obvious of these temptations is
sexual, as Job recognizes in the example that he gives in the
second line of this verse; but there are other temptations to which
the improper use of the eyes can lead, such as to cupidity or idol-
atry. In sum, Job had made a promise, and more than a promise,
to avoid sin; the word bérit was closely associated with the swearing
of an oath (cf., e.g., Deut. 29.14).

In vv. 2-4 there is a strong element of irony. Job is here stating
not his present belief but the belief that he had held and on
which he had based his actions before calamity fell on him.
Citing 27.13 and 20.29, which express the traditional view, Job
asks how he could have sinned without God knowing. But this
belief in God’s justice has, of course, been shattered (cf. 21.7-15).
He now knows that what he ironically affirms in the questions
of vv. 2 and 3 is not true: the questions become almost a taunt
levelled at a God who does not behave as he is alleged to behave.
Inv. 4 Job further points out the true implications of God’s watch
upon him: God’s ‘numbering his steps’ and spying on his actions
had been the subject of his complaint (14.16); but now he turns
the tables on God: if God has, in fact, been watching him so
closely, he must know that Job is innocent; yet (Job implies) he
has treated him as if he were guilty.

Verses 5-6 open the list of sins of which Job is claiming to be
guiltless with a general disclaimer of falsity (saw’) and dishon-
esty (mirmd) or deceit. He is defending his integrity (tumma),
which Yahweh and even Job’s wife had recognized in the Prologue
as his inalienable characteristic (2.3, 9) and which he had earlier
sworn never to abandon (27.5-6), but of which he now ironically
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pretends that God, the God who ‘numbers his steps’ (v. 4), is
unaware. He asks that God should have him weighed in the
scales to ‘discover’ whether he is guiltless or not. This notion is
reminiscent of the Egyptian idea of the weighing of the heart of
the dead person mentioned above; there are, however, some Old
Testament verses (Prov. 16.2; 21.2; 24.12) in which Yahweh is
said similarly to weigh or assess (a different verb is used) the
hearts or the spirits of the living. It is significant that Job here
thinks it necessary to specify that the scales used must be accu-
rate (mo’ztne-sedeq). The noun sedeq, here used adjectivally, also
means ‘honest’; the phrase inevitably recalls the opposite expres-
sion mo’zne mirmd, ‘false (that is, dishonest) scales’, scales that
were evidently widely used to cheat customers (Amos 8.5; Prov.
11.1). Mirma is precisely conduct of which Job was claiming to be
guiltless (v. 5). Job does not directly suggest here that God might
be disposed to cheat, though the unexpected use of the word
sedeq can hardly have been without deliberate intent.

The point of vv. 7-8 is to be found in the third line of v. 7. The
word mi’m (more usually miam), often meaning simply ‘spot,
blemish’, can also mean a wrong done to someone else (so Lev.
24.19); the nature of this wrong is defined by the phrase ‘to cling
toone’s hands’. The reference is to theft, probably here the seizure
of another person’s land, not necessarily illegally but neverthe-
less immorally. The first line of the verse classes such an action
as an example of ‘turning from the way’, that is, the way of right-
eousness (cf. 17.9; 23.10, 11). The sequence ‘eyes, heart, hands’
describes the origin and evolution of acts of wrongdoing: they
begin with the eyes (cf. v. 1), are then conceived in the heart and
finally express themselves in action. Verse 8 is the first of Job’s
self-imprecations and is expressed in farmer’s language: Job is
ready to stake the loss of his land for others to profit by, or the
loss of his crops, against his protestation of innocence.

Verses 9-12 are a disclaimer of adultery. The language of
vv. 9-10—petah, ‘door’; tahan, ‘grind corn’; kara‘, ‘knee'—may
have sexual connotations beyond its literal meaning. In the
literal sense this self-imprecation in v. 10 means that Job envis-
ages a situation of impoverishment when his wife would be
obliged to perform menial labour for others; but the verse could
mean that she would have punished him for his adultery by
taking a lover. Verses 11-12 stress Job’s abhorrence of adultery:
it is a heinous sin (zimmad) deserving exemplary punishment (cf.
Lev. 18.17). The emphasis, however, is on its destructiveness
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rather than its punishment by the judges; it is a consuming fire
(cf. Prov. 6.27-29). The statement that its destructiveness reaches
to Abaddon, the realm of the dead (see on 26.6) is probably simply
intended for emphasis; there is a similar expression in Deut.
32.22. The statement that the commission of this sin would have
destroyed Job’s wealth (#bi°d, not ‘harvest’) is more strictly to
the point. God had, in fact, destroyed Job’s wealth; but this was
not because he was an adulterer.

In vv. 13-23 Job turns to possible accusations of sins against
his dependants. Verses 13-15 concern his treatment of his own
slaves. In asserting that he had not rejected claims (mispat)
made by his slaves when they brought a legal case (rib) against
him, he is maintaining that he had shown them much more
consideration than was required by the law. Although the Old
Testament laws required that slaves should be treated
humanely (according to Deut. 24.17-18, 21-22, Israelites were
to be motivated in their behaviour towards the disadvantaged
by the memory of their own slavery in the past in Egypt), slaves
had virtually no legal rights, and certainly not the right to
summon their own masters to court in a legal dispute. Job
recognizes that God expected more from him than conformity
to his purely legal obligations and that he must answer directly
to him. In v. 15 he develops this thought further, citing, as if it
were generally acknowledged as a guiding principle in this
matter, a saying equalled elsewhere in the Old Testament only
in a few passages (Prov. 22.2; 29.13; perhaps also Mal. 2.10),
implying an equality between masters and slaves in view of
their common origin as created by God. In vv. 16-23 he applies
the same principles to his other dependants, the poor, widows
and orphans whom it was his duty to protect. He declares that
he never allowed the poor to starve, denied orphans a square
meal or left the poor in rags; he never behaved violently to an
orphan when he was sitting as judge ‘in the gate’, even though
he might have been supported in such conduct by his
fellow-judges. On the contrary, he had treated the orphan like
a son and looked after the welfare of the widow, and he had
received the blessing of the orphan whom he had clothed. The
self-imprecation in v. 22 is governed by v. 21: the dislocation of
Job’s arm would have been an appropriate punishment for
violence against the orphan. In v. 23 Job confesses that if he
had committed such sins he would have been rightly afraid of
God’s wrath.
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In vv. 24-28 Job affirms his avoidance of two sins: greed and
idolatry. The two are perceived as similar in nature: to trust in
wealth is a form of idolatry. Job had indeed been very wealthy,
but wealth in itself is never regarded in the Old Testament as
evil; on the contrary, it was regarded as a proper reward for
wisdom (Prov. 3.16; 8.18-21; 1 Kgs 3.3). Solomon’s great wealth
was regarded with pride by the author of 1 Kings 10. Job claims
here that he has never gloried in his wealth (v. 25) and so turned
from God. The reference to the worship of sun and moon in
vv. 26-27 may be an allusion to the propensity of some Judaeans
in the late monarchical period to resort to such worship because
Yahweh seemed to have failed to protect them (so Deut. 4.19; Jer.
8.2; 2 Kgs 21.3-5). Job, although in the poem he is not represented
as a worshipper of Yahweh, is depicted as a patriarch of ancient
times who, like Abraham (e.g., Gen. 14.19-20), worshipped El as
the sole God: he was a monotheist to whom idolatry was anathema.
Verse 27 alludes to the practice of ‘kissing’ a god (normally his
statue) as an act of adoration (1 Kgs 19.18; Hos. 13.2). Kissing
one’s hand towards a god would presumably be a symbolical
action performed when the deities concerned were heavenly
bodies (cf. Ezek. 8.16). To Job (v. 28) this would be a betrayal of
the true God ‘above’. (The absence of the usual self-imprecatory
formula in this and some other passages in this chapter was
probably intended to lighten its otherwise somewhat monoto-
nous tone.)

The sins disclaimed in vv. 29-34 are Schadenfreude (rejoicing
at the downfall of an enemy, v. 29), cursing or ill-wishing an
enemy (vv. 30-31) and concealing sin (vv. 33-34). Verse 32,
however, is an exception: there, rather than using the formula ‘If
I have...’, Job makes a positive claim to generous conduct: ‘has
not/have not...’ In v. 31 ‘the men of my tent’ may mean ‘my house-
hold’ or ‘my intimates’: ‘tent’ is frequently used in this book in
the sense of ‘home’ or ‘household’. Job is here seeking to exon-
erate his companions as well as himself. The bloodthirsty wish
in that verse is not to be taken literally. In vv. 33-34 the sin
envisaged is that of falsely concealing a sin for fear of possible
reprisals or humiliation if the facts were generally known. In
v. 33 k¥adam may mean ‘like Adam’ (cf. Gen. 3.10) rather than ‘as
others do’. If so, Job is claiming to be more honest than Adam!

Now (vv. 35-37) Job breaks off his defence to demand, for the
last time, that his case should be heard and that God, his ‘legal
opponent’, should appear to answer it. Some commentators have
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suggested that these verses are out of context: they constitute
the climax of the chapter—and indeed of Job’s whole case—and
should be moved to follow vv. 38-40. It is not certain that this is
so, however, and here they will be taken in the order in which
they stand in the Hebrew text. Job begins in v. 35 by expressing,
not for the first time, a wish that there should be a judge or arbiter
to hear his case. As in the somewhat similar passages 16.19 and
19.25, the identity of such a person is disputed; the most probable
solution is that it is God himself, who somewhat confusingly
combines the roles of judge and disputant. Job sets the seal on his
testimony by affixing his signature (literally, his ‘mark’) on it,
and calls on God to do the same. He is so confident that that docu-
ment (séper) will vindicate him that he intends to flourish it in
triumph. He had been deprived by God of his dignity; but now he
will be able to approach God once more in his true dignity ‘like a
prince’ (nagid). Whereas he had earlier accused God of ‘numbering
his steps’—that is, of spying on him to detect his sins (14.16)—
now he will tell Aim what has really been the ‘number of his
steps’—that is, he will convince him of the innocence of his life.

Verses 38-40 belong to the same series as vv. 5-8, 9-10 and
16-22, except that the final imprecation in v. 40 is not precisely
a self-imprecation, but is rather a universal one. The personifi-
cation of the ground (*damd) in v. 38 as crying out and weeping
is characteristic of the Hebrew way of thinking; it is paralleled
in Jer. 12.4, where the earth (‘ares) is said to mourn over the
wickedness of its inhabitants (there is a similar personification
in Job 5.23, which speaks of a covenant supposedly to be made
between Job and the stones of the field; compare also Gen. 4.10,
where Abel’s blood cries out from the ground). In the present
case too, the thought is that the ground weeps because a crime
has been committed against it. The crime envisaged seems to be
that Job has seized land from its proper owners to their detri-
ment. A similar crime is mentioned in 24.2 and perhaps 31.7.
The punishment invoked in v. 40—the failure of the yield owing
to the rank growth of thorns and weeds—is a standard image in
the Old Testament, harking back to Gen. 3.17-18, where it is
caused by a universal curse on humanity, and occurring in the
denunciations of the prophets (Isa. 34.13; Hos. 9.6) as well as Job
31.8. The absence from v. 40 of a specific reference to Job suggests
a universal application here as well: such a heinous crime would
have had cosmic consequences. It may be for this reason that the
verse has been placed at the conclusion of the chapter.



150 Job 31

Whatever may have been the original order of the last six
verses of this chapter (see above), all commentators agree that the
chapter always ended with the last line of v. 40. That verse may
be a subsequent editorial addition like Ps. 72.20 and the final line
of Jer. 51.64, though its inclusion in the ancient Greek version
attests its antiquity. But it is, in fact, peculiarly appropriate to its
context. The verb tammii means ‘are completed’ rather than
merely ‘are ended’. Job’s case is complete; there is nothing more
that he can say. He can only await God’s reply, which, however, is
delayed by the six chapters in which Elihu has his say.
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The question of the place in the book of the speeches by Elihu
(chs. 32—-37) has been discussed in the Introduction. These chap-
ters are essentially a single monologue following the lengthy
monologue by Job (chs. 27-31), although they have been divided
into four by new headings in 34.1, 35.1 and 36.1. It has been
suggested that Elihu, who has been present at the discussion
between Job and the friends and has listened to their arguments
(32.2-5) presents himself (rather inadequately!) as the arbiter
whom Job had requested in 31.35. It would appear that he does
regard himself somewhat in this light: he is critical both of Job
with his assertions that God is unjust and of the friends with
their insistence that sin is always punished and that the right-
eous are always rewarded. He is thus a late participant in the
debate, and he attempts to achieve a solution.

In ch. 32, vv. 1-5 are in prose. They are part of the narrative
that began with the Prologue and that continues to introduce
each development of the story throughout the book. Verse 1
introduces Elihu’s intervention by stating that the friends had
come to the end of what they had had to say. Job had made his
final speech, and they, at a loss for further things to say in view
of Job’s stubborn assertion, despite their arguments, that he is
innocent (saddiq), had for the first time not responded. This gave
Elihu the opportunity to have his say. He is introduced formally—
more so than the friends—and proves, unlike any of them, to
have a name and ancestors with an Israelite flavour, even though
he does not specifically mention Yahweh. Nevertheless his name,
literally ‘He is my God’, may be a variant of the name of Elijah
(‘Yahweh is my God’). The first thing that we learn about him is
that he became angry. This is never said about Job or his friends,
who had conducted a rational debate even though their exchanges
had sometimes been acrimonious. But Elihu is furious with them
all. The meaning of v. 4 is probably that he had waited with Job
(rather than for him), that is, he had waited for the friends to
reply to Job’s latest speech, as they had done on every previous
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occasion. Their silence provoked him to a further outbreak of
anger (v. 5).

Elihu’s speech, like all the earlier speeches in the book, is in
poetical form. Verses 6-22 of this chapter are a lengthy and elab-
orate defence of his presumption, as a junior who might be
expected to keep quiet in the presence of his elders, in stating his
opinion. First (vv. 6-10) he rejects the traditional notion that
wisdom is restricted to the aged; then (vv. 11-16) he contemptu-
ously taunts the friends with their failure to answer Job’s argu-
ments. In vv. 17-20 he confesses to an uncontrollable urge to
state his opinion, and finally in vv. 21-22 he promises to speak
impartially. The reader is clearly intended to see him as a bump-
tious young man as well as an arrogant and short-tempered one;
however, the view of some commentators that he is essentially a
comic character, a mere fool, introduced to give light relief to an
otherwise over-solemn work, is mistaken, partly because a ‘joke’
lasting through six chapters would be disproportionate in a work
of this length, and partly because Elihu does, in fact, have some
serious contribution to make.

‘I said’ Camarti) in v. 7 refers not to Elihu’s spoken words but
to his thoughts. No distinction is intended in v. 8 between spirit
(rttah) and breath (n°sama). The two words occur again in paral-
lelism in 27.3, where possession of spirit/breath is synonymous
with being alive: in Hebrew thought God, in breathing into the
creatures that he had made, has conferred life on them (Gen. 2.7;
7.15). Elihu’s point is that because of this, wisdom and knowledge
of what is right are not a prerogative of one person rather than
another but are available to any living human being (v. 9).
Consequently his own understanding (dea) is as valid as any, and
he therefore has an equal right to voice his opinion (v. 10).

In vv. 11-14 Elihu directly addresses the friends. He is deter-
mined to present himself to them not as an unreflecting hothead
but as a serious person who has followed the debate closely and
found their arguments totally inadequate to answer Job and prove
him wrong. They therefore have no right to claim, as they have
done, that they possess a genuine wisdom: if Job is to be proved
wrong, this cannot be done by any human being (’i§) but only by
God himself (el, v. 13b). This powerful statement, expressed
with great emphasis in the Hebrew, should not be understood, as
it has been by commentators and translators, as part of the
friends’ supposed opinion; it represents Elihu’s own belief.
Although he is confident of his own ability, he is not claiming
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that he can decide the issue; he is merely pointing out (v. 14) that
if he had been the recipient of Job’s attacks he would not have
replied with the same arguments as those of the friends.
In vv. 15-16 he alters his stance and now refers to the friends in
the third person. They have lost their initiative and show by
their silence that they have nothing further to contribute. Elihu
does not see why he should wait any longer, and is prepared to
speak in his turn.

Verses 17-22 are full of bombastic claims by Elihu, showing
that he is after all an ‘angry young man’, full of himself and
rather a fool. He uses the expression ‘ap-“ni, ‘even I’, twice in
v. 17, and first-person singular verbs nine times in six verses. He
also claims, like Eliphaz in 4.12-16 and Jeremiah in Jer. 20.8-9,
to be under an inner compulsion to speak that he cannot control
or deny, perhaps amounting to divine inspiration. There is uncon-
scious irony here. Elihu’s claim (v. 18) that it is his ‘spirit’ (riah)
within him that forces him to speak no doubt refers back to his
claim in v. 8 that the possession of God’s ‘spirit’ or breath within
every person can lead to understanding; yet there is also here an
ironical allusion to Eliphaz’s contemptuous reference in 15.2 to
garrulous persons who are filled with ‘wind’ (riiah). The verb
‘find relief” (rwh) in v. 20 is probably also a somewhat comic play
on words. The analogy with wineskins ready to burst in v. 19 is
frankly comic. Finally Elihu’s undertaking to be impartial and
not to give undeserved honour to anyone because he would not
know how to do it (vv. 21-22) is disingenuous, since he has already
shown prejudice against one class of persons (the elderly) in v. 9.



Job 33

In this chapter Elihu turns from his dismissal of the friends for
their inability to establish a case against Job to make what he
evidently regards as a conclusive critique of Job’s arguments—
an evenhandedness that goes some way to justify his earlier
promise that he will not favour either side. He now acts as though
he had been appointed as arbitrator in the case of Job versus
God, calling on Job to prepare (‘Grak) his case (which he had
already done, 13.8; 23.4), to take his place in court (v. 5) and to
pay attention to him when he speaks (vv. 31, 33); however, he
somewhat patronizingly concedes him the right, if he has
anything pertinent to add, to speak again (vv. 5, 33). Whether
Job can have any more to contribute, Elihu is not sure; but he
assures him that he has his interests in mind and hopes that the
result of his examination will be favourable to him (v. 32b). In
any case he is sure that he has a monopoly of wisdom from which
Job can learn. His arrogance has no bounds: after pretending in
32.6 that he had at first been hesitant to address his elders, he
now kindly assures Job that he need not be afraid of him!

In vv. 1-7 Elihu is concerned to establish his superior status.
‘Now’ in v. 1 indicates a change of the person addressed, specifi-
cally named as Job. The combination of the word-pair ‘hear’ and
‘listen’ is found elsewhere in forensic discourse; if this is an allu-
sion to Isa. 1.2 it is an indication that Elihu is, as it were, ‘playing
God’. Verse 2 has been dismissed by some commentators as otiose;
but it is in fact the formal announcement of an intention to make
an important speech, and it also serves as a claim to impartiality.
In v. 4 Elihu harks back to his earlier statement in 32.8, justi-
fying his claim to speak with special knowledge. There may even
be a suggestion here that he is the very voice of Wisdom herself
(cf. Proverbs 8, especially vv. 7-8). Verse 6 in conjunction with
v. 7 is patronizing. Although ostensibly it is a humble admission
that Elihu is a mere mortal and not God, it implies that Job might
have thought otherwise! It is actually a covert claim that Elihu,
though not actually God, is fully authorized to speak for him.
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Now (vv. 8-11) Elihu, who can claim to have been present
during the debate with the friends and so had actually heard Job
speak, purports to quote his actual words in which he had alleg-
edly claimed to be totally without sin. In these ‘quotations’ there
is a mixture of truth and distortion. Job had, in fact, complained
(10.6) that God had found pretexts in order to find him guilty as
Elihu alleges in v. 10a; and in vv. 10b and 11 Elihu does quote
words that Job has spoken virtually word for word (13.24, 27).
However, his most damaging accusation (v. 9) that Job had
claimed to be sinless completely distorts the facts. Job had never
claimed to be morally ‘clean’ (zak), though he had once said
(16.17) that his prayer was ‘clean’. In making this accusation
Elihu is simply joining Zophar, who had said that Job claimed to
be ‘clean’ (11.4). Nor had Job claimed to be without sin (pesa®),
pure (hap) or free from iniquity (‘Gwon). His words, addressed to
God in 10.6, were, ‘You seek out my iniquity (‘Gwon) and hunt
down my sin (hatta’), although you know that I am not guilty
(rasa‘).” But this plea of ‘not guilty’ was not a claim to be sinless:
Job was doing no more than to claim that in this instance—that
is, with regard to the particular sins of which God appeared to
have accused him—he was not guilty. So Elihu begins his ‘exam-
ination’ of Job’s conduct by deliberately distorting his words.

In vv. 12-13 Elihu begins his argument. Job is mistaken, and
he will put him right. But despite his declared intention to reply
to ‘this matter’ (z6%, that is, Job’s claim to be guiltless and his
complaint that God is hostile to him) he first takes up another
complaint of Job’s (expressed, for example, in 23.3-5; 30.20) that
God refuses to answer him. Citing the undisputed fact that
human beings cannot pit their puny strength against an
all-powerful God (v. 12b), Elihu declares that the desire to expect
a face-to-face encounter with God is futile: no one can expect God
to reply to everything that human beings choose to say to him (v.
13b is probably Elihu’s own opinion, not Job’s: the Hebrew text
does not indicate otherwise). But in vv. 14-15 he qualifies this
statement by saying that God nevertheless has other mysterious
ways of addressing human beings of which they may be unaware.
Such divine communications, Elihu says, occur in dreams and
visions of the night when one is asleep. Elihu does not actually
claim to have had such an experience himself, although he does
claim some kind of divine inspiration (e.g., 33.4), and he speaks of
God as a teacher from whom he had presumably received salu-
tary instruction (36.9-12). Earlier in the book Eliphaz (4.13-17)
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relates a similar experience; and in v. 15 here Elihu actually
quotes 4.13 verbatim. Similar experiences are related of Samuel
(1 Sam. 3.4-18) and Solomon (1 Kgs 3.5-15); in those two cases
the setting was a temple in which the recipients of the message
were spending the night. ‘Once...twice’ (cf. also ‘twice, three times’
inv. 29)is an example of a ‘numerical saying’ in which the higher
number is the operative one (cf. Amos 1.3-2.6; Ps. 62.11). Here
the intention is to assert that God emphasizes his messages by
repeating them or that he is not deterred by the recipient’s failure
to recognize them in the first instance. In the same verse the verb
sur, ‘to perceive’, probably implies the ability to recognize a divine
communication, as in the case of the seer Balaam in Num. 23.9
and 24.17.

In vv. 16-30 Elihu is at pains to comfort Job by assuring him
of God’s good intentions towards mankind in general. He illus-
trates this in a number of ways. Verses 16-18 complete the
sentence begun in v. 15: God uses dreams to terrify people in
their sleep and so to warn them to change their ways; the sin of
arrogance is cited as a notable example of these ‘ways’. Such a
reformation will spare them from death. The ‘Pit’ (Sahat, v. 18)
is the equivalent of Sheol, the underworld which is the abode of
the dead; ‘passing through the River’ (probably better, ‘channel’
or ‘canal’) is an image that occurs only here and in 36.12a in the
Old Testament, but as denoting the passage to the underworld it
has analogies in other cultures. This notion of being spared from
death does not denote immortality but refers to premature,
perhaps violent, death occurring as a result of sin (cf., e.g., Prov.
15.10; 19.16).

Verses 19-22 speak of another way in which God warns those
who have not understood the message conveyed in dreams. Such
people can be chastened by severe sickness, which brings them
close to death. They lose their appetite for food and are reduced
to mere skeletons, feeling themselves to be close to the ‘Pit’ and
the messengers of death. But God does not allow them to perish
(vv. 23-25). In every case (im at the beginning of v. 23 means
‘when’ or ‘whenever’), he employs one of his innumerable angels
or heavenly messengers as a mediator (melis) to rescue them.
This mediating angel is precisely opposite in function to the
messengers of death of v. 22. Job had longed for such a mediator
(9.33; 16.19; 19.25) but without much hope. Elihu now assures
Job that God has no less than a thousand (i.e., innumerable)
angels ready to perform such tasks. The last line of this verse (23)
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seems strange until it is realized that the word yosro, which
would normally mean ‘his righteous conduct’, in this case means
something like his duty to be righteous, which the mediating
angel will inculcate (‘declare’). In v. 24 the speaker appears to be
God himself, who commands his angel to save this person from
death at the last moment. Because he has now learned his lesson
and abandoned his wicked ways (v. 17), he will be ‘ransomed’, and
his former health will be restored to him (v. 25). These verses are
thus a declaration of God’s grace, similar to the assurances given
to Job by the friends if he will repent (e.g., 5.18-26; 11.13-19;
22.21-30). Like them, Elihu does not accept Job’s claim to be right-
eous, but speaks only of forgiveness for the repentant sinner.
The sinner’s restoration to health will be followed by a confes-
sion of sin and an act of praise to God, who accepts his supplica-
tion and restores him to his favour (vv. 26-28). This confession is
evidently conceived as made publicly before a congregation (cf.
Ps. 22.22; 40.9-10): the second line of v. 26 is, literally, ‘and he
[God] reveals his face amid shouts of joy’ (¢rit‘d). To be permitted
to see God’s face in such a context was to experience divine
acceptance (cf. Gen. 33.10). The third line of v. 26 is obscure; it
may mean ‘and he reports to others his salvation’. Verses 27-28
quote the confession supposedly made by the worshipper to the
assembled congregation. The ‘light’ that he is now confident of
seeing is life itself, the light that he would never have seen again
if he had ‘gone down to the Pit’: ‘to see the light’ means simply to
be alive, as in 3.16 and Ps. 49.19, though here it is also the light
shining from God’s face (cf. Num. 6.26; Ps. 31.16; 80.19; 119.135).
Elihu indicates that he has now completed his exposition of
this topic by bringing it to a close with a somewhat superfluous
series of remarks in which he mainly repeats his own words. In
v. 29 he adds ‘three times’ to his earlier statement (v. 14) that
God shows his concern with errant human beings ‘once and
twice’, and in v. 30 he merely reiterates what he has said in v. 28.
In vv. 31-33 he recalls the beginning of the chapter by addressing
Job in similar terms: ‘listen to me’; ‘answer me’. But he also
makes it clear that he has not yet finished what he has to say.
His final words in this chapter, however, show confusion of
thought: in v. 12 he had stated that Job was wrong in his conten-
tion that he was innocent, but now he says (v. 32b) that he will
be delighted to prove him right! In v. 33 he makes the extraordi-
narily presumptuous claim that he is fully qualified, presum-
ably on the grounds stated in 32.7-10, to do what his elders had
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not been able to do: he will teach Job wisdom—that is, he claims
to possess a knowledge which all have sought and which, as Job
had discovered (ch. 28), is the possession of God alone. This
presumptuousness is what the book of Proverbs (26.5, 12; 28.11)
calls the folly of being ‘wise in one’s own eyes’ and Isaiah (5.21)
includes in a list of sins that especially incur God’s anger.
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Despite his assurance to Job in 33.32 that he wished to vindicate
him, Elihu in this chapter shows that he sides with the friends in
holding him guilty. The matter, he maintains, is simple: by
claiming to be innocent Job has accused God of injustice. But
since this is manifestly an impossibility, God’s condemnation of
him must be fully justified, and he must confess his sin and
appeal to God’s mercy. But Elihu is determined to be fair—or so
he says! He begins by addressing the friends, or perhaps an
unspecified wider audience whom he has apparently selected to
join him in assessing Job’s case. These are addressed as ‘wise
men’ (h*kamim) and as learned or especially knowledgeable
(yod¢im). They are to listen to his arguments and assess their
plausibility. Verse 3 is a variant form of a proverb quoted by Job
himself in 12.11, affirming the competence of his audience. They
are to settle between them what is just (mispat) and right (¢6b).

In vv. 5-9 Elihu begins to set out his case against Job. He first
cites Job’s own accusations against God with reasonable accu-
racy as evidence against him (vv. 5-6); but then in vv. 7-8 he
violates every principle of justice by launching into a violent
attack on him, prejudging the issue under discussion by blatantly
accusing him of having led a grossly immoral life, an accusation
similar to those made by the friends in their speeches, but for
which there is, needless to say, no evidence whatsoever. This
accusation is sandwiched between the two citations of Job’s
supposedly incriminating words. Verse 5b, in which Job is cited
as having accused God of condemning him without a trial, is, in
fact, a quotation of Job’s words in 27.2. The image of drinking
blasphemy like water, however, is simply taken from Eliphaz’s
invective in 15.16. That Job had said that the apparent enjoy-
ment of God’s favour is no guarantee of the continuance of that
favour (v. 9) is, of course, a reflection of what Job had said many
times in such passages as 9.22-24.

In v. 10 Elihu sets out to demonstrate to his audience that
Job’s complaint against God, which he has just summarized, is
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not only unjustified but also blasphemous. He marks this new
stage in his discourse by again calling on his audience to pay
attention, and again stressing their competence to make a judg-
ment: they are intelligent men (Cancse lebab, literally ‘men of
heart’). His argument is that to charge God, the sole creator
and sustainer of the world, with wickedness is a profanation.
The phrase halilah I¢, usually rendered by ‘Far be it from...’, is
an extremely strong expression having the force of an oath,
declaring something (usually the action of which the speaker
has been accused or which he has been thought by others to be
contemplating) to be unthinkable because entirely contrary to
the speaker’s moral character. Apart from this verse it is used
only once in the Old Testament with reference to God, in Gen.
18.25, where Abraham uses it in a similar way to deter God
from destroying the righteous together with the wicked. Here
Elihu’s point, developed in v. 11, is that it would be unthink-
able that God should not render to human beings what they
deserve, whether they are righteous or wicked. That God does,
in fact, behave in this way was of course affirmed by the friends,
notably by Bildad in ch. 8, and specifically denied in very
similar terms by Job in 21.31.

In v. 12, the second line of which exactly repeats a statement
by Bildad in 8.3a, Elihu reiterates what he has already said in
v. 10, showing his strong feelings with a double asseverative
(Cap-’omndm). His assertion that God will not pervert justice,
however, is made more specific by putting it in legal terms.
Justice (mispat) was what God expected of human beings; that
he himself should behave like a corrupt judge (cf. Lam. 3.35, 36)
was an absurdity.

In vv. 13-15 Elihu attempts to support his contention that God
cannot possibly do anything wicked or unjust by citing his abso-
lute power and the complete dependence of all human beings on
him. This is an extremely feeble argument. None of those who
have spoken in the course of the book would deny God’s power;
but power is not always accompanied by virtue, and it has been
precisely Job’s point throughout that this powerful God has
misused his power for unjust purposes. However, even though
these verses have no persuasive power they have their theological
point. Elihu’s question in v. 13 is reminiscent of similar ques-
tions in Isa. 40.12-14. To a polytheist these questions might be
genuine questions seeking information, since in a pantheon of
deities only one would be the creator of the world, and the creator
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god might well have entrusted the world that he had created to
a lesser deity. But from the monotheistic point of view of this
book and of Second Isaiah these are rhetorical questions to which
the answer is ‘No one’. Verse 13b probably means ‘and who
entrusted the whole universe to him?’. Verses 14-15 express a
belief found elsewhere in the Old Testament (Gen. 3.19; Eccl.
12.7; Ps. 104.29) that is based on the notion that it was the breath
of God that gave life to ‘the man’ (ha’adam) whom he had made
from the dust of the earth (Gen. 2.7). The use of the word
‘together’ (yahad) in v. 15 seems to envisage the withdrawal of
God’s breath, which would result in the simultaneous unmaking
of all living creatures (‘all flesh’).

Elihu now turns to address Job alone (the imperatives in v. 16
are singular). He again assumes a stance of superiority, ironi-
cally beginning with ‘If you have sufficient intelligence to under-
stand me, listen!” The argument is exactly the same as in the
previous verses, though it is now inverted. God who is the Mighty
One must also be the Righteous One; if he was the enemy of
justice, as Job has maintained, he would be unable to rule the
world (v. 17). In vv. 18-20 Elihu tries to support his case by giving
examples of how God uses his power for good, showing imparti-
ality in his dealings with human beings. As the creator of all,
both rich and powerful and poor and defenceless, he treats them
all impartially according to what they deserve. Elihu points out
that God is able to destroy a whole people in a single moment, as
he had destroyed the firstborn Egyptian children at midnight
(Exod. 11.4; 12.29). Job, who is well aware of God’s destructive
power but also knows that he is a victim of God’s injustice, is
hardly likely to be impressed by such arguments.

The topic of God’s judgment on the wicked is pursued further
in vv. 21-30 with various covert allusions to Job. Elihu argues in
vv. 21-22 that the wicked can in no way escape God’s judgment
by concealing themselves, because he is able to observe the
actions of all human beings. This notion of God’s keeping watch
over human conduct is one that runs through the whole book, but
it is regarded in more than one light. Job had complained of it as
intolerably oppressive: he believed that God was spying on him
to pounce on the slightest fault that he might commit (10.14;
13.27; 14.16). Yet later, when he looked back on his former life,
in which he had enjoyed God’s favour, he saw it as a benign
protection (29.2); and when he came to make his formal defence
of his conduct in ch. 31 he welcomed it as helping him to establish
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his innocence (31.4, 37). Now Elihu speaks of it as ensuring that
the guilty do not go unpunished.

The unspecified subject of v. 23 is man, not God: it is not for a
human being to institute proceedings (mispat) against God—an
indirect rebuke to Job. God exercises his supreme power by
making his own decisions without allowing others to question
him, removing even the powerful and replacing them with others
(v. 24; compare the Song of Hannah, 1 Sam. 2.7-8; Pss. 75.7;
113.7-8), as in fact he had done to Job. The wicked are struck
down in public, so that others may witness their fate, like Job on
his ash heap! (vv. 25-26). In vv. 27-28 Elihu again appears to be
indirectly accusing Job, now of oppressing the poor. The meaning
of vv. 29-30 is not entirely clear; but probably Elihu is referring
to complaints that God sometimes seems to be inactive and to
ignore such injustices. Elihu affirms that this does not mean
that he is indifferent, and that he will not permit the wicked to
triumph, whoever they may be.

Elihu concludes this part of his speech with a verdict on Job
(vv. 31-37). Job has committed sinful folly, and the only hope for
him is that he should confess his sin and ask God to teach him
the wisdom that he lacks. There are again textual and interpre-
tive problems in these verses. A slight textual change in v. 31a
suggests the reading ‘For you should say to God’, followed in
vv. 31b and 32 by the words that Job ought to speak. In v. 33
Elihu appears to point out that it is for Job on his own to decide
whether to accept that advice or not, but points out that if he
rejects it he risks divine retribution (a point that he had already
made when speaking of the retribution that would befall the
wicked in v. 11). He then (vv. 34-37) appeals to his audience
(men of sense’, cf. v. 10) to confirm him in his judgment that
Job has spoken like a fool and that even now he continues to
add to his guilt.
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Elihu’s argument in this chapter is not easy to follow. Some
commentators have thought that the author’s purpose here was
to present Elihu as confused and desperately trying to find new
points to make against Job. It may be that it is rather futile to
try to make sense of this chapter; an attempt, however, will be
made here to find some logic in it. Elihu seems to be arguing that
Jobhasnorighttodemand that God should answer his complaint,
because (a) it cannot matter to God whether he is innocent or
not (vv. 3-8); (b) God will not listen to the complaints of evil-
doers (vv. 9-13); (¢) Job’s complaint that God never punishes the
wicked is nevertheless nonsense (vv. 14-16).

The ‘this’ in v. 2a presumably refers to Job’s verbal attacks on
God mentioned by Elihu in 34.37. In vv. 2b-3 Elihu purports to
cite two assertions by Job that, he claims, are mutually contra-
dictory: on the one hand he has maintained that he has a claim
(mispat) on God, who ought therefore to give him justice; on the
other, Job has asserted that God is indifferent to his conduct (as
in, for example, 9.22). Elihu then prepares to give Job his answer,
and at the same time to answer the arguments of the friends,
which also he evidently considers unsatisfactory. He sets out his
answer in the verses that follow in the rest of the chapter. He
appears to agree with the second of Job’s purported remarks
(v. 3) rather than with the first. In vv. 5-8 he points to the
immense distance between God and human beings, and concludes
from this that whether Job is sinful or innocent his conduct
cannot affect God; human behaviour has consequences only for
fellow human beings.

In vv. 9-13 Elihu appears to be arguing that when people are
suffering from oppression they do not address their cries for help
to God, and this is why he does not answer their cries. Their
laments do not arise from true confidence in him but are ‘empty’,
self-centred. They ignore his teaching, which is conveyed through
the wonders of nature: it is he who gives them ‘songs’ (rather
than strength, as in some translations) in the night, and who
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teaches them through (rather than ‘more than’) the animals
(cf. 12.7). The ‘songs of the night’ of v. 10 may be the songs sung
by the stars and other heavenly beings, who are said in 38.7 to
have sung and shouted for joy when the world was created. Elihu
is saying that the oppressed ought to remember their Creator
(cf. Eccl. 12.1), who has many ways of teaching them wisdom,
and appeal to him for help rather than to other human beings.
This is a somewhat misplaced piece of advice since that is
precisely what Job has done.

Elihu ends by applying his conclusions to the particular case
of Job. Job’s contention that God has not appeared to him and
that he is still waiting for an answer to his appeal is stupid: he
has failed to realize that God reveals his nature through the
wonders of creation (v. 14). He is also wrong to say that God does
not take notice of human sin and does not punish the offenders:
if that appears to be so it is because he has not been properly
approached by sincere appellants. So Job is talking ignorant
nonsense.
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Chapters 36 and 37 belong together. They constitute the peroration
of Elihu’s discourse. There are no new ideas here, but rather elab-
orations of themes that Elihu and other speakers have already
introduced. They are wholly concerned with the nature of God,
who is depicted as just but merciful, but also as incomprehensible
by human beings. The final verses of ch. 36 (24-33) and the whole
of ch. 37 speak of the terrifying manifestations of God’s power
over the natural world, ending with a warning to human beings
to put aside their pretensions to wisdom and to treat him with
the reverence that is his due (37.24). This last section can be seen
as a prelude to Yahweh’s speeches that begin immediately after-
wards with ch. 38.

Elihu begins (36.2) by giving notice to Job that he has not yet
finished: he still has something to say on God’s behalf. He will
employ the traditional teaching acquired from of old ({°merahdq,
literally ‘from afar’, v. 3; compare the use of this expression in
2 Kgs 19.25 = Isa. 37.26, where Yahweh speaks of the plan
he made ‘long ago’) to prove that it is God, not Job, who is in the
right (sedeq). In v. 4 he gives a solemn assurance to Job that,
like a reliable witness at a trial, he will speak what is true,
supporting this assurance with the stupendous claim that it is
one who is perfect in knowledge who is addressing him!
Ironically, this is the exact phrase that he uses about God in
37.16. Needless to say, no one else in the book has made this
claim for himself. It is not only ludicrous, underlining Elihu’s
egregious self-conceit, but also close to blasphemy. Later in the
chapter (v. 26) he retracts this claim when he sings the praises
of God, affirming that God is great and beyond human
understanding.

Verses 5-12 present considerable difficulties of interpretation.
God is presented as all-powerful and as a just judge who destroys
the unrepentant wicked but protects the innocent and shows
mercy to those who heed his warnings. The first line of v. 5
should perhaps read ‘(he) does not despise the pure in heart’, and
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v. 6a is emphatic: ‘he does not allow the wicked to live’. Verse 7
may mean that God sets the righteous like kings on their thrones.
In vv. 8-12 the reference is again to the wicked: these verses
speak of God’s disciplining of them and his readiness to restore
them to favour if they heed his instruction. The ‘fetters’ and
‘cords of affliction’ of v. 8 are metaphors for his monitory action.
‘Perish by the sword’ in v. 12 should rather be ‘pass through the
River’ (of death) as in 33.18. The language and thought of vv. 11
and 12 are reminiscent of Deuteronomy (especially Deut. 28.1,
15), also echoed in such passages as 1 Sam. 12.14-15 and Jer.
22.4-5. Verses 13-15 continue the theme of the contrast between
the treatment by God of the wicked and the (innocent) sufferers.
The godless are incorrigible because they are obdurate and do
not call on God for help even when he ‘binds’ them (cf. v. 8) and
are doomed to an early and shameful death, while God rescues
the innocent sufferers and reveals himself (literally, ‘uncovers
their ears’, v. 15) to them in their troubles.

Verses 16-21 are even more difficult, and have been deemed
unintelligible by some commentators. Innumerable attempts to
improve the Hebrew text have resulted in a multiplicity of quite
different translations—though some commentators have declined
even to offer translations of some verses. It may perhaps be
accepted that the ‘also’ of v. 16a associates Job with the good
fortune promised to the afflicted in v. 15, and that v. 21 is a
warning to him against committing the sins mentioned in vv. 13-14.
But the intervening verses, including the reference in v. 16bc to
the delicacies on Job’s table, the ‘ransom’ in v. 18 and the admoni-
tion in v. 20 not to long for the night, remain enigmatic.

In vv. 22-33 Elihu follows up his warning to Job in v. 21a by
reminding him (as if he needed the reminder!) of the nature of
the God with whom he has to do. He stresses his unlimited power
and transcendence and his incomprehensibility, but as before
(e.g., vv. 5-12) he assumes—this is precisely an assumption that
Job has often disputed—that these qualities necessarily imply
that he is also supremely just. This passage is characterized by a
series of verbal repetitions and assonances that set it apart as a
structural unity. Thus ‘is exalted’ (yasgib, v. 22) is partially
echoed by ‘extol’—that is, literally, ‘make great’ (tasgi’) in v. 24
and saggi’, ‘great’, in v. 26; ‘who can understand? in v. 29 echoes
‘we do not know him’ in v. 26; what God has done (pa‘al) in v. 23
is followed up in v. 24 by his ‘work’ (po‘al); the verb ‘to spread’ (of
the clouds) in v. 29 is repeated in the reference to the ‘spreading’
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of the lightning in v. 30; and there are references to the lightning
(or, literally ‘light’) in both vv. 30 and 32.

Verse 22 combines the thought of God’s ‘exalted’—that is,
unattainable—power with the assertion, put in question form,
that he is incomparable as a ‘teacher’ (moéreh). But this word here
has nothing to do with the kind of moral guidance to which Elihu
has already referred in vv. 10-12. The point being made is the
same as that in Isa. 40.10-12, also in question form, where the
prophet asserts Yahweh’s role as sole creator of the world, who
needed no one to instruct him; the same point was made more
briefly by Elihu in 34.13. Unlike the creator-gods of other peoples
who had their ‘counsellors’, the true God is his own ‘teacher’, and
there are no others from whom he needed or needs to learn. This
verse together with v. 23 forms a preface to the verses that follow
concerning God’s power over nature (compare Prov. 8.22, where
as here God’s ‘way’ means his creative work). But v. 23b links
this with God’s moral character: if God’s human creatures are
not in a position to prescribe to him how he should manage the
universe, they are equally not qualified—as Job was claiming—
to condemn him for acting wrongly.

In vv. 24-26 Job is urged to join in the immemorial and
universal chorus of praise to God for his ‘work’ of creation,
which is observable by all. ‘Remember’ in v. 24 is not so much a
caution not to forget to do so as a command to do so (compare
Exod. 20.8, ‘Remember the Sabbath day’, which is glossed in
the Deuteronomistic Decalogue by ‘Observe the Sabbath day,
Deut. 5.12). The reference is particularly to God’s meteorological
operations, which are no less marvellous because they can only
be observed ‘from afar’. They are beyond human comprehension,
and remind us of God’s eternal nature.

The rest of the chapter describes God’s mysterious operations
in the heavens, which provide rain on the earth (vv. 27-28) but
also create the terrors of the thunderstorm, a particularly fright-
ening phenomenon for the ancients (vv. 29-33). The latter topic
is pursued in further detail in ch. 37. Clearly Elihu’s intention is
to put the emphasis on the more spectacular manifestations of
God’s power rather than on its beneficent aspects. This descrip-
tion is typical of a number of creation hymns and descriptions of
theophanies scattered throughout the Psalms (e.g., Pss. 18.6-15;
29; 68.8-9; 104; 147; also Hab. 3.3-11), which to some extent share
the same vocabulary and clearly belong to a common tradition
found also in the Ugaritic literature and often associated with
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the storm-god Baal or, in the Old Testament, with Yahweh rather
than with El as here. The mechanics of rainfall are explained
(vv. 27-28) as involving successive stages: first God takes up salt
water from the sea, purifies and stores it up (cf. 38.22-23) and
then sends it back to earth as rain. A somewhat similar process
seems to be envisaged in Eccl. 1.7.

The thought of the rainclouds implied though not specifically
mentioned in vv. 27-28 leads on to the theme of the thunder-
storm in vv. 29-33. (Verse 31 seems to be an interpolation,
misplaced from after v. 28; yadin, judges’, there may be a mistake
for a word meaning ‘feeds’.) In v. 29 Elihu associates the gath-
ering of the clouds with thunder emanating from God’s ‘pavilion’
(sukka, literally ‘booth’ or ‘hut’)—a rather vague concept found
elsewhere only in 2 Sam. 22.12 (= Ps. 18.11) apparently denoting
God’s mysterious presence in the midst of the dark storm clouds.
Verse 30b is somewhat obscure, but may refer to the mist accom-
panying the storm that makes the sea invisible. Verse 32 refers
to the lightning, which, though seemingly random, is seen as
always reaching the target that God has determined for it. The
notion of his ‘hiding’ the thunderbolt in his hands before hurling
itis a current anthropomorphic metaphor, based on the Canaanite
concept of Baal, the weather-god, hurling his thunderbolts with
his bare hands; such anthropomorphism can only be metaphor-
ical here. Verse 33 states the cause of such violent divine action:
God’s jealous anger.
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This chapter is a continuation of 36.27-33. After speaking of God’s
control over storms and bad weather it turns from v. 14 onwards
to contemplate the versatility of his operations in the heavenly
sphere: he creates the summer heat and the bright skies too. The
chapter—and so Elihu’s total discourse—ends in vv. 23-24 with a
final warning to Job that this God, who is invisible to human
beings and all-powerful and just, must be approached with fear
and humility.

The chapter begins in a similar vein (vv. 1-2); Elihu confesses
his own terror at hearing God’s voice in the thunder. The belief
that God speaks in the thunder was a familiar one to the ancients.
It is found in the Ugaritic literature, where the thunder is the
voice of the weather-god Baal, and it is a major theme of Psalm
29 (vv. 3-9) and occurs also in Ps. 18.13. It persisted into New
Testament times among the Jews, as is shown by Jn 12.28-29.

The emphatic injunction in v. 2 (addressed in the plural and so
not to Job alone but, it seems, to humanity in general) to listen
and heed God’s voice in the thunder should be seen in connection
with the statement in v. 5 that God does great and wonderful
things beyond human understanding. In other words, his thunder
is not a mere noise. As is implied in 5.9 and 9.10, the wonders of
the created world sprang into existence when he spoke his
commands (as in Genesis 1). The verses that follow (6-13) are
examples of this creative activity (note the explicative conjunction
‘For’ at the beginning of v. 6). As v. 13 makes clear, these manifes-
tations of God’s power are not mere meteorological phenomena:
they are his instruments, which he uses either to bestow blessings
on humanity or to chastise them. It is for this reason that human
beings must pay attention to God’s voice even though these
phenomena are in themselves beyond human understanding.

Verses 6-8 illustrate God’s purpose in sending snow and
torrential rain on the earth: this is to impress its inhabitants
with his power. Even the animals are forced to seek shelter from
the downpour. Some parts of vv. 9-12 are not entirely clear, but
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Elihu is here listing some other phenomena that demonstrate
God’s control over the climate: storm (séipd, not necessarily a
whirlwind), cold and ice, constantly moving clouds—all following
God’s directions. Verse 12a probably refers to the constantly
moving clouds that bring or withhold the rain. Elsewhere in the
Old Testament (Pss. 68.4; 104.3) Yahweh'’s rule of the heavens is
conceived in terms of his riding on the clouds as his chariot. In
v. 13 the phrase ‘or for his land’, which appears to spoil the contrast
between the positive and negative aspects of God’s rule, is puzzling;
it may be a gloss or an example of an irrecoverably corrupt text.

In vv. 14-18 Elihu addresses himself again to Job alone. He
repeats some of the illustrations of God’s control of the celestial
phenomena from the earlier verses, but this time in the form of
a series of ironical questions. He asks Job to think about these
marvels, and then proceeds to enquire whether Job also could
perform them. He thus implies that Job has spoken and behaved
as though he were, in fact, equal to God. The so-called ‘impos-
sible question’is a fairly common rhetorical device, especially in
the wisdom literature, and similar questions have been put
earlier in the course of the dialogue with the friends (8.3; 11.7;
15.7-8; 21.22). But what is unexpected here is the close similarity
of these verses to the devastating questions put to Job by Yahweh
himself in the chapters that immediately follow (chs. 38-41),
especially in the forms ‘Do you know...?” and ‘Can you...?” (e.g.,
38.31-35; 39.1-2). The purpose of these questions is the same
in both cases: to force Job to admit his utter insignificance in
comparison with the creator-God. Yahweh’s ironical taunt in
38.21, ‘Surely you know it, as you were already born!’, would be
equally appropriate in Elihu’s mouth. The proximity to Yahweh’s
speeches of these verses and the rest of Elihu’s effusions about
the creation can hardly be due to coincidence; but it is not easy to
understand the reason for it. Elihu’s echoing the words of God,
whom he describes in v. 16 as the One who is perfect in knowl-
edge (the precise phrase that he uses to describe himself in 36.4!),
is perhaps the author’s unspoken ironical comment on the preten-
sions of a young man who presumes to teach his elders; on the
other hand, Elihu’s speeches could also be seen as preparing
the readers for the otherwise too sudden presentation of Job’s
encounter with God himself.

Verses 19-24 constitute the peroration to Elihu’s discourses.
Their intention is to show Job that his determination to confront
God is both presumptuous and absurd. God exists in dazzling
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splendour and majesty; he is inaccessible to human beings, and
to attempt to argue with him or to make charges against him is
simply impossible. Such charges would in any case be futile
since he is in fact supremely just, and can only be feared and
worshipped.

The most prominent topic in vv. 19-22 is the contrast between
light and darkness. God in his splendour radiates light; human
beings are in darkness and so are dazzled by that light and unable
even to look at it. In other words, God is unapproachable. In v. 19
Elihu appears, despite his earlier strictures, now to take his stand
with Job: his question is how ‘we’ are to present ‘our’ arguments
against God in court. But his appeal to Job to ‘show us’ how to
address God is clearly ironical, and he concludes that this is
impossible ‘on account of the darkness’. The word ‘darkness’
(hosek) has several quite different connotations in this book,
mainly metaphorical. Here ‘ignorance’ is a possible meaning (as
in Eccl. 2.14), but the word is also a synonym for death (e.g., Job
3.4; 10.21)—that is, nothingness. It is thus a totally negative
term, and to be seen in contrast to the ‘light’ of God’s majesty. The
meaning of v. 20 is not entirely clear; but Elihu appears to
be expressing a doubt whether, even if he or anyone else attempted
to speak to God, his words would be heard, and to suggest that
the attempt would end in his confusion (the verb’s literal sense is
‘to swallow up’, but it is used in this metaphorical sense else-
where, e.g., Isa. 19.3, 13; 28.7; Ps. 55.9).

The ‘light’ (6r) in v. 21 is probably not the lightning as in
previous verses but the light of the sun appearing in the sky with
undiminished brightness when the storm clouds have finally
dispersed. The poet is drawing an implied analogy between the
fact that human beings cannot endure to look directly at the sun
and their inability to contemplate God when he appears in the
fulness of his majesty. The statement in v. 22 that God comes in
golden glory from the north (sapén) (rather than, in view of the
solar imagery in v. 21, from the east as the reader might expect)
has mythological overtones. In the Ugaritic literature Baal has
his temple in the north, and Isa. 14.13-14 reflects a similar view
that the north is God’s heavenly dwelling place. In Ps. 48.2 the
‘far north’ is symbolically identified with Yahweh’s dwell-
ing-place in Jerusalem, and in Ezek. 1.4 the great storm wind
seen by the prophet in his vision of Yahweh’s glory comes from
the north. The reason why the poet in Job 37.22 associates the
image of the sun with the north rather than the east may be that
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he wished to avoid any suggestion of the idolatrous worship of
the rising sun itself as is portrayed in Ezek. 8.16 (compare Job’s
disavowal of this in 31.26-28). In v. 24b the reference is to the
‘wise of heart’, not, as some translators have supposed, to those
who wrongly claim to be wise. The phrase, h*kam-leb, always
signifies those who are genuinely wise (so Exod. 28.3 and
comparable passages; Prov. 10.8; 11.29). The line means that even
the wisdom of the ‘truly wise’ is not regarded as such by God, who
alone is wise (cf. 28.23-27). These final verses, in which Elihu
roundly asserts to Job that it is impossible to ‘find’ God (v. 23),
may echo the thoughts of many readers who are unprepared for
the shock of Yahweh’s sudden appearance to address Job in 38.1.
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The two speeches by Yahweh (38.2—40.2; 40.6—41.34) are really
one. The short interruption by Job in 40.3-5 is caused by Yahweh’s
pause and demand for a reply in 40.2. In contrast with the central
portion of the book (chs. 3-37) the divine speaker in these chap-
ters is identified as Yahweh; but 38.2 makes it clear that he
is the same God as is known to the human speakers in the book
as El, Eloah and Shaddai. Only in the Prologue, Yahweh’s
speeches and the Epilogue is he called Yahweh. The reason for
this is no doubt that Job, the friends and Elihu are all non-Isra-
elites, who, although they acknowledge only one supreme God,
have not received the fuller revelation given to Israel. Chapters
3—-37 report their words; only when God’s actions and words are
reported to the readers was it appropriate to identify him as
Yahweh, the God of Israel.

Yahweh has, astonishingly, now appeared to Job and speaks
to him; a rare privilege, granted only to the patriarchs of old,
such as Noah and Abraham, and to the prophets. Since Job has
constantly demanded such an interview, this speech is in a sense
God’s act of self-justification: God is explaining himself to Job as
Job had asked him to do. But God’s account of himself is not at
all what Job had asked for. Far from answering Job’s accusation
of injustice and cruelty Yahweh embarks on a string of questions
that Job is incapable of answering. It is thus Job, not Yahweh,
who is forced on to the defensive from the very outset; and the
purpose of the interrogation, like the questions of Elihu in
37.15-18, is to force Job in the end to recognize his utter insignif-
icance and ignorance and so the enormity of his presumption in
daring to summon God to trial.

The readers may well be astonished that throughout his
speeches Yahweh only refers three times, and briefly, to the case
that Job has brought against him. In 38.2 he accuses him of
obscuring his ‘design’ (‘esd) by speaking ignorantly; and in 40.2
and 40.8-9 of attempting to prove him in the wrong in order to vindi-
cate himself. In fact God’s argument is simply a demonstration
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of Job’s ignorance of that ‘design’. These chapters consist
overwhelmingly of a mass of ironical enquiries whether Job is, or
could have been, the creator of the universe. But if there are very
few direct allusions to Job’s words, it is even more surprising
that this catalogue of creative acts includes virtually no refer-
ences to human beings, whether to their creation or to God’s
care for them. It is restricted to only two topics: cosmology (the
creation of heaven and earth and of natural phenomena) and
Yahweh’s care for the animals, especially the wild animals.
Only in one passage (40.10-14) is there a reference to human
affairs, when Yahweh challenges Job to exercise control over
human society, punishing the wicked as Job has accused him of
failing to do.

The general effect, then, of God’s speeches is to present Job
with a picture of God as universal creator and maintainer of the
world that goes beyond the narrow concept of him entertained by
both Job and the friends, who saw him as a God whose only duty
is to dispense justice to human beings. These persons all stand
revealed as utterly ignorant of his true nature. As a list of
phenomena, these chapters, which have been widely acclaimed
for their poetic qualities, are an adaptation of a well-known Near
Eastern tradition in which an attempt was made to classify
phenomena. This tradition was exemplified in the onomastica or
lists of namesthat should probablybe recognized as proto-scientific
attempts to understand the nature and structure of the world.
The literary form employed—a catena of questions—also has
affinities with an ancient Egyptian literary tradition.

Yahweh’s sudden appearance to Job (38.1) is not only an
audible experience for him: it is also a visual one, as is made
clear in 42.5. This experience belied the traditional belief that no
human being can see God and live (Exod. 19.21). Even Moses had
not seen God’s face (Exod. 33.20-23). Although both Job and his
friends had previously spoken confidently about God, their
knowledge of him was at best hearsay, part of traditional lore.
As Job later confessed (42.5), the effect of this direct meeting
with God was to transform his understanding and his attitude
towards God.

The great wind (s¢@rd) out of which Yahweh spoke to Job
recalls the wind that carried off the prophet Elijah and trans-
ported him to heaven (2 Kgs 2.11). Other Old Testament passages
associate Yahweh’s theophanies or manifestations with storm
imagery (e.g., Judg. 5.4-5; Ps. 18.7-15; Hab. 3). In 9.16-17 Job
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had envisaged God as utterly terrifying, coming in such a storm
to crush him; but now he discovers that he only intends to crush
him with words. Yahweh’s ‘Who is this?’ (v. 2) is addressed to Job
alone, although the friends appear also to be present (42.7). In
vv. 2-3 Yahweh speaks in the manner of a prosecuting counsel,
dismissing Job’s arguments contemptuously (‘Who is this?’) as
false because based on ignorance of the facts. He tells him to
prepare himself for rigorous cross-questioning.

The first set of questions (vv. 4-7) concerns the initial laying
of the foundations of the earth and its subsequent construction.
Yahweh ironically asks Job where he was when that took place
and taunts him by pretending that he must be familiar with it
all. There is an allusion here to the notion, already alluded to by
Eliphaz in 15.7-8, of the presence of Wisdom in the creation of
the world (cf. Prov. 8.22-31). If Job was present then and familiar
with all the details of the construction, he must be, or have access
to, the wisdom of God, which in ch. 28 he acknowledged to be
reserved to God alone. The details of the construction follow a
cosmological pattern common to the ancient Near East and
employ some of the vocabulary found elsewhere, not only in
Proverbs 8 but also in such passages as Isa. 48.13; 51.13; Zech.
12.1 and several of the Psalms. The earth is envisaged as a building
designed and constructed by Yahweh himself as a master builder
who sinks the foundations, uses a measuring line to check the
dimensions and lays the cornerstone. The outburst of joyful song
by the heavenly host on the completion of the work (v. 7) is a
splendid conceit which perhaps recalls, but on a cosmic scale, the
rejoicing at the completion of the Second Temple (Ezra 3.10-13;
Zech. 4.7). If Job had been present at that time, Yahweh implies,
he would hardly have forgotten it!

In the cosmology of the time the creation of the earth was not
in itself sufficient to make it habitable. A further step was
needed: the creation of the dry land. This stage in the process
(vv. 8-11) is described in strictly non-mythological terms in Gen.
1.9-10: there God simply commanded that the water, which
covered the entire surface of the earth, should be gathered into
one place to form the sea, so that the dry land could appear. But
in the poetical allusions to this process there are strong mytho-
logical overtones. As in 7.12, where Job complains that God has
set a guard over him as he did over the sea, the sea is still
regarded as a living being that can be directly addressed by
Yahweh (v. 11). Behind this language lies the myth of the hostile



176 Job 38

deity Yam, whom God (in the Ugaritic poems, Baal) had to subdue
(cf. Isa. 51.9). Other Old Testament texts that preserve traces of
this ‘conflict’ understanding of the creation include Prov. 8.29;
Ps. 148.4-6; Jer. 31.35-36.

In this and subsequent paragraphs the ironical questions in
which Yahweh feigns ignorance are interspersed with plain
statements by Yahweh about his creative activity. The posing of
questions to which the speaker knows the answer is a particular
rhetorical device: compare, for example, his questions, ‘Have you
eaten from the tree? (Gen. 3.11); ‘Where is your brother Abel?’
(Gen. 4.9); ‘Where have you come from?’ (Job 1.7). Their function
is to put the person addressed at a disadvantage—here by the
use of heavy irony.

The remainder of this first of Yahweh’s speeches falls mainly
into two sections covering respectively the cosmic order (38.12-38)
and the animal world (38.39-39.30). In the first of these no strict
order is observed, but the main topics are the creation and func-
tion of the dawn and the morning (vv. 12-15), the underworld
(vv. 16-18), light and darkness (vv. 19-21), snow, hail and light-
ning (vv. 22-24), rain (vv. 25-28), ice and frost (vv. 29-30), the sky
and the constellations (vv. 31-33) and the thunder and the clouds
(vv. 34-38). In v. 12 the dawn receives its orders from the creator.
There is probably a mythological background here: in the Ugaritic
literature Dawn (Hebrew Sahar) was a living heavenly being.
There is a clearer reference to this myth in Isa. 14.12. The theme
of the ordering of time is reminiscent of Gen. 1.14-19 and Ps.
104.19-23. Verses 13-15 draw out this theme in terms of the
effect of the dawn on the wicked, who are first shaken by it and
then consigned to darkness, destroying their power. Verse 14
describes the way in which the coming of the daylight restores
colours to the world and brings out clearly the shapes of objects,
like a piece of clay stamped by a seal.

The mythological allusions continue in vv. 16-18: the Deep
(t°hom),the Sea (yam) and Death (mawet) all have such connota-
tions. Here Yahweh is asking Job whether he, alone of all human
beings, has entered the realm of the dead and returned to life.
(We have noted the preoccupation with death in various ways
that runs through the whole book.) Job is not being asked whether
he is an underwater diver: the Sea and the Deep are images asso-
ciated with death (Gen. 7.11; Ps. 42.7; 69.2, 14-15; 144.7; Jon.
2.5-6). It must be supposed that the sea is the route to the
entrance gates of the realm of death that are also referred to in



Job 38 177

Pss. 9.13; 107.18. In v. 18 the word ‘earth’ (‘eres) may mean the
underworld as it apparently does in Ps. 22.29; Isa. 26.19; Jon.
2.6. Verse 18 ends with another mocking demand to Job.

This is a well-organized cosmos. Just as the dawn has its
proper place (v. 12) so also light and darkness have their ‘homes’
(vv. 19-21). If Job had already been born before the world was
created (cf. vv. 4-7), he would, of course, know the way to these
homes. Again, Yahweh asks Job whether he is familiar with the
‘storehouses’ in which snow and hail are reserved to be hurled
down to ‘do battle’ against human beings (vv. 22-23). The notion
of the existence somewhere in the universe of such storehouses
was evidently a common one: compare Deut. 28.12; Jer. 10.13. In
the same vein (v. 24) Job is asked to prove his knowledge of the
way in which the ‘light’ Cor, probably ‘lightning’ here in view of
the context) and the bitter east wind are distributed on the earth.
Yahweh is thus understood as using these phenomena threaten-
ingly as well as beneficially.

Verses 25-27 introduce a new theme, one that is to run
through the rest of the speech: that Yahweh performs many of
his activities in ways that appear to human beings to be sheer
waste, but which demonstrate the unimaginable scope of his
concerns and, by implication, the insignificance of purely
human concerns in his sight. These verses, again in the form of
a question to Job (‘Who has...?’), speak of Yahweh’s sending
torrential rain and storms especially (by means of a heavenly
‘channel’) to fall on and fertilize the arid desert, which is unin-
habited by human beings because it was regarded as incapable
of useful cultivation. Verses 28-30, on the mysteries of rain,
dew, frost and ice, contain a surprising number of images of
procreation: father, beget, womb, give birth. Instead of using
the verbs meaning ‘make’ and ‘create’, and so on, the author
speaks of parenting. This language reflects an older theogony:
in other words, the idea that these are subordinate beings born
of the gods. But the language used here is poetical rather than
mythological. The reason for the references to the heavenly
bodies in vv. 31-32 is given in v. 33: they belong to the order of
creation established by God; but it was also considered that—
under Yahweh himself—they ‘ruled the earth’: they were heav-
enly beings (cf. v. 7), and they influenced the weather. The
identities of those mentioned here are not entirely certain, but
they are constellations rather than individual stars (‘chains’,
‘cords’, ‘children’).
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Verses 36-38 are largely concerned with the possession of the
wisdom by which Yahweh rules the created order. Job is first
asked whether he can command the thunderstorm and lightning.
Verse 36 is difficult, but becomes intelligible if two obscure
words, often taken to mean ‘the inward parts’ and ‘the mind’, are
rendered respectively as ‘ibis’ and ‘cock’, two birds supposedly
possessing meteorological powers that were given to them by
God, but which human beings like Job do not possess. Verses
37-38 refer again to the ability to command torrential rain as
Elijah had done by praying to Yahweh (1 Kgs 18).

Verses 39-41 begin a series of paragraphs about the lives and
characteristics of animals and birds which continue until the
end of ch. 39. These are all, except for the horse (39.19-25), wild
creatures living apart from human beings and their cities; Job is
therefore as ignorant of their lives and habits as he is of what
happens in the upper skies. As a catalogue of similar phenomena
(e.g., wild animals) these verses have an affinity with the literary
form of the onomasticon (see above, p. 174). But, far from being
just a list of names, this is a remarkable poem and also astonish-
ingly perceptive, showing a detailed knowledge that ironically
belies its own message that these things are known only to God.
It goes beyond the previous paragraphs in that it stresses not
only Yahweh’s knowledge and human ignorance but also
Yahweh’s loving care for those creatures that can be of no possible
use to human beings: he provides them with food, watches over
their births and cares for them generally. Its very pointed omis-
sion of any reference to human beings, with their obsession with
their own problems and their demands that God should conform
to their own notions of justice, cannot but be intentional; it
presents a picture of the breadth of God’s activities that neither
Job nor his friends could have imagined. Two things in partic-
ular are emphasized: these creatures’ freedom and independence
from human control and God’s loving concern for them.

The lion is generally portrayed in the Old Testament as a
fierce creature that is the enemy of mankind. In vv. 39-40,
however, the author’s concern is with the lion cubs, whose appe-
tites require to be satisfied; and Yahweh speaks of himself as
the hunter who forages for their food in default of human assist-
ance, while at the other end of the scale he also ensures that the
young of the ravens do not go hungry.
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In vv. 1-4 the author displays an extensive knowledge of the
lives of the most timid of wild creatures, the mountain goat and
the fallow deer. Job, he implies, may know something as a
farmer about the lives of domesticated animals, but when it
comes to the wild ones only God has knowledge of such things
as the gestation period of their females. Like everything in the
cosmos this follows a fixed rule (‘é¢, ‘fixed time’) of which human
beings are necessarily ignorant. Verse 4 emphasizes the inde-
pendence of these animals: growing up in the open they learn
to look after themselves; unlike the domesticated breed they do
not stay with their mothers but soon leave them to live a life of
untrammelled freedom. Similarly (vv. 5-8) the life of the wild
ass is implicitly contrasted with that of the domesticated
donkey. It is born free and never knows restraint. At this point
Yahweh throws aside his ironical questions and speaks of
himself in the first person: ‘I gave...’ (v. 6). It is Yahweh who
provided this animal with a broad, though barren habitat in
which, nevertheless, it manages to find enough vegetation for
its needs. It is again its freedom and independence that are the
main point: it keeps well away from the noise of the city and so
never hears the harsh cry of the ass-driver (the word négés,
‘driver’, is the same word as that used of the tyrannical ‘task-
masters’ in the Exodus story). This contrast between the
untamed and the tamed is made even clearer in vv. 9-12, the
section about the wild ox or buffalo. Everything in these verses
alludes cryptically to the life of its cousin, the domesticated ox:
the submission of the latter to its life of hard labour and its
attachment to its own stall; its readiness to work for its owner
harnessed to the plough or the harrow; its usefulness to the
farmer who exploits its great strength. All these characteristics
of the domesticated ox, elsewhere regarded positively (in Isa.
1.3, for example, its docility and obedience are held up to rebel-
lious Israel as a model), are here presented negatively: the
freedom of the life of the wild ox from human servitude is clearly
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seen as one of Yahweh’s most glorious achievements, unhin-
dered by human tyranny.

The description of the ostrich (vv. 13-18) differs from the other
descriptions of wild animals in that the question form used by
Yahweh to address Job is lacking. Another peculiar feature is
that the single reference to God refers to him in the third person
(v. 17). It is no doubt implied that the ostrich is yet another crea-
ture whose habits are known only to God; but this is, in fact, a
straightforward account of the bird, and so more closely resem-
bles the genre of the onomasticon, whose primary purpose was to
establish a list of phenomena belonging to a particular cate-
gory—in this case the wild animals. There is also a similarity
with animal proverbs, such as those in Prov. 6.6-11 and 30.24,
although in contrast with those no particular moral is apparent.
This could stand as a splendid poem in its own right, one that
has clearly comic features, as is appropriate for a creature that
has always been thought of in comic terms and about which
various legends have arisen. Though no mention is made of the
legend that the ostrich hides its head in the sand when alarmed,
the statement that it forgets where it has laid its eggs is some-
what comparable. Unfortunately some of the lines are notori-
ously difficult; v. 13b should perhaps be understood as making a
contrast between the uselessness of the ostrich’s wings and those
of the stork and the falcon, and v. 18a may refer to the ostrich’s
rearing itself up before taking flight—though not into the air, as
the ostrich cannot fly. Although the ostrich has one remarkable
advantage over other animals and birds in that it rejoices in
being able to outrun the riding-horse (v. 18b), the author accounts
for its eccentric conduct by saying that God deprived it of wisdom
(hokma) and understanding (bind, v. 17). There seems to be no
reason to suppose that these words are an indirect allusion to the
topic of human wisdom that pervades the book: wisdom—in the
sense of purposeful and appropriate behaviour—was not confined
to human beings, and could be possessed by the lesser creatures,
some of which were recognized as exceedingly wise (cf. Prov.
30.24-28).

The description of the horse (vv. 19-25) is another literary
masterpiece. As so often in the book of Job there are a number of
words here whose meaning is uncertain, but in general the
modern translations give a correct interpretation of the author’s
thought. Like the poem on the ostrich this is a straightforward,
though highly poetical, account; but it conforms formally to the
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rest of the chapter, in that it begins with questions to Job (vv. 19,
20a) asking him whether it is he who created the horse. In one
important respect, however, these verses are an oddity: this horse
is far from being a wild horse. Although it is designated by
the normal Hebrew word for horse (sizs), it is a warhorse, specially
trained for use in battle. Thus it cannot be said to live in freedom
like the creatures described earlier: it has a master and clearly
occupies its own stall like the domestic ox which was contrasted
by implication with its wild cousin in v. 9. Nevertheless it is
described in a very positive manner. This is, in some respects at
least, a glorified and idealized animal rather than a real horse,
and it is clearly seen by the poet as one of Yahweh’s most terri-
fying achievements. Its capacity to inspire terror makes it compa-
rable with the descriptions of Behemoth (40.15-24) and Leviathan
(41.1-34). Between this passage and the description of the ostrich
in the preceding verses there is a clear verbal link: the final line
of the latter claiming that the horse is inferior to the ostrich in the
matter of speed (v. 18b) is immediately followed by the line (v. 19a)
which also speaks of the horse’s great strength. This juxtaposition
was clearly intentional, and may have been intended to make fun
of the ostrich, which was capable of only one poor accomplishment
in which it was superior to the magnificent warhorse. This
fact perhaps tends to confirm the opinion of some commentators
that these two passages together constitute a single later interpo-
lation into the series.

The procession of wild creatures concludes (vv. 26-30) with the
hawk (or, possibly, falcon) and the eagle (possibly vulture). The
question about Job’s wisdom in v. 26 recalls Yahweh’s initial
question in this speech (38.4), forming with it a framework that
includes the whole catalogue, making it clear that Job cannot
rival Yahweh’s wisdom in respect of any of the creatures named.
These two birds of prey, a complete contrast with the stupid but
innocent ostrich, are equally remote from human control or
knowledge. Even their nests, built on the heights far from human
sight, are inaccessible to human beings; yet so sharp is their
eyesight (the main reference here must be to the eagle) that they
can look down and espy their prey from a great distance. This too
is marvellous to human beings. But the passage ends with a
gruesome fact: their prey includes not only the corpses of animals
but also the ‘slain’ (h%lalim), that is, the bodies of men killed in
battle (or murdered). Yet they too were created by Yahweh in his
‘wisdom’. Their young ones, too, need food just as much as the



182 Job 39

lion cubs for whom Yahweh himself goes scavenging (cf. 38.39).
The inclusion of these unpleasant and even repulsive beasts side
by side with the ‘harmless’ ones in the list of his creatures reflects
a concept of the breadth of the ‘wisdom’ of the creator-god which
leaves the reader in wonderment.
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In vv. 1-5 Yahweh breaks off his catalogue of examples of his
universal rule and addresses Job with real, if rhetorical, ques-
tions. These recall the beginning of his speech (38.1) in which he
had accused Job in general terms of obscuring his ‘plan’ through
ignorance. The situation has now changed: Yahweh has given
Job the unique privilege of learning from him directly the
immense scope of his activities; Job can no longer claim igno-
rance of them. The time has come for Yahweh to pose the ques-
tion again. He puts it in the legal language that Job himself had
elected to use in setting up his case (e.g., rib, ‘legal dispute’,
used of God by Job; e.g., 31.35). Job had ‘contended’ with God and
had made a legal accusation against him (mdékiah means more
than ‘argue with’, v. 2). He must now respond to God in the light
of his new knowledge. He does answer (vv. 3-5), but his answer is
unsatisfactory. He cannot deny the truth of what God has said,
and is, not surprisingly, overwhelmed by his sudden appearance
and by the frankness of his self-revelation, and accordingly admits
his utter insignificance. But he has never doubted God’s power,
only his justice; and even now he does not admit that he has been
in the wrong or that he has been wicked as the friends have main-
tained, nor does he withdraw his case. He merely says that he does
not know how to answer God and that he will henceforth keep
quiet (‘once...twice’ is another example of the ‘numerical saying’
[cf. 5.19; 33.14] here probably meaning ‘several times’).

Evidently Yahweh is dissatisfied with this answer, but still
hopes to gain Job’s capitulation by asking even more questions
about his ability to deal with the phenomena in the universe.
This second part of his speech is a continuation of the first and
yet also distinct from it. The introduction (vv. 6-9) consists partly
of exact verbal repetition of 38.1-3 but with significant differ-
ences. Thus while v. 6 is a verbal repetition of 38.1 and 40.7 of
38.3, and Yahweh is still speaking from the storm, the contents
of these verses are different. In v. 8 God no longer regards Job as
ignorant of his design as in 38.2; he now deals directly with the
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nub of the question: Job’s attempt to put him in the dock. This
verse is very explicit: using the Joban language of the courts,
God accuses Job of denying him justice (mispati, ‘my rights’) and
of condemning him (¢arsi-‘eni) in order to prove himself innocent
(tisdaq). (The implication is that there is no middle course: this
is a matter of guilt and innocence in which if one contestant is
innocent the other must be the guilty one.) This verse is a riposte
to earlier assertions by Job such as that God has taken away his
rights (mispati, 27.2) and (to the friends) that they cannot be in
the right (sdq) because of his own ‘perfection’ (t6m). The further
question in v. 9, in which God is curiously referred to in the third
person, is perhaps more closely related to what follows than to
what precedes. Like much of the first part of this speech it shows
God as basing his case on his unlimited power rather than
offering a defence of his justice (in other words, as far as God is
concerned, might is right).

In vv. 10-14, however, Yahweh does adopt—by implication—
a moral stance: only he, he implies, possesses the power to
subdue wickedness in human society. This, as has already been
pointed out, is the only passage in either part of Yahweh’s
speech that touches directly on his dealings with human beings.
Verse 10 continues the topic raised in v. 9. Job has been asked
in v. 9 whether he can match God in power as exemplified in his
sending the thunder; now he is patronizingly invited to assume
the dignity and outward splendour of deity. But (vv. 11-13) this
is no longer only a matter of matching God’s power over the
non-human features of the universe: there is a change from
v. 9. What Job is now being challenged to do is to exercise that
sovereignty that he has accused God of failing to exercise or of
being unwilling to exercise (9.22-24; 21.7-34), a fault concomi-
tant with his complaint of hostility to himself and to other
innocent persons. The difference between the tone of these
verses and the rest of Yahweh’s speech has led some commen-
tators to suggest that they have been interpolated into the orig-
inal speech by an editor or reader concerned to defend God’s
moral character. However this may be, Yahweh is presented
here as having the power to exercise effective judgment on
errant human beings, and as pointing out to Job that Ae does
not have such power. In v. 14 Yahweh assures him that if he
did, he would praise him and acknowledge his superiority. (To
interpret these verses as evidence that God has at last been put
on the defensive is probably unjustified.)
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The remainder of Yahweh’s speech (40.15—41.34) is entirely
taken up by descriptions of two beasts named as Behemoth and
Leviathan, who have been created by Yahweh. With these the
speech ends abruptly: there is no peroration, and no explicit
moral is drawn. As is subsequently made clear in 42.1-3 Job is
left in a state of total amazement at Yahweh’s limitless power.
It may reasonably be asked in what way these descriptions
contribute to the effectiveness of the speech; and as this ques-
tion is difficult to answer, they have been regarded by some as
interestingin themselves butirrelevant to their context. However,
their form (especially the address in the second person singular
and the questions ‘Who can...?’) differs in no way from the earlier
speech forms in the speech. The nature of these two creatures
has been much discussed; the main problems are (a) whether
they are mythological or are intended to represent actual animals;
and (b) if the latter, whether these can be identified. No consensus
has been reached concerning either of these questions; it may
perhaps be suggested that these passages include some of the
characteristics of known animals, but that these have been
endowed with some mythological traits. It must be remembered
that this is poetical language in which symbolism plays a large
part. There can be no doubt that the intention was to present Job
with a picture of creatures even more wonderful and awe-inspiring
than any described in the previous chapters.

The word Behemoth, apparently the name of the creature
described in 40.15-24, is the plural of b°hémd, the ordinary word
for cattle. Here, however, it denotes a single creature; the plural
form may have been employed, as is the case with some other
Hebrew words, to mark the creature out from the ordinary,
perhaps as a ‘Great Beast’, a kind of monster. Certain features
of the description indeed suggest some kind of mythological
character. First, though like all cattle Behemoth is one of God’s
creatures (v. 15), it occupies a special place in the creation, being
described in v. 19 as ‘the first [or possibly “best”—ré’sit] of the
creative acts [literally, “ways”] of God, who alone can control it’.
This statement is curiously similar to what is said about Wisdom
in Prov. 8.22, which Yahweh created as ‘the first of his ways’.
Secondly, it is noted that it lives in the water (as also does
Leviathan, 41.1-34). This has suggested to some scholars an
analogy with the sea-god Yam at Ugarit and also with an Egyptian
hippopotamus deity. But if a myth lies behind this description it
has been demythologized: however mighty Behemoth may be it is



186 Job 40

one of Yahweh’s creatures and subject to him. The view that
Behemoth is a flesh and blood animal, simply an addition to the
list of animals in the earlier part of Yahweh’s speech, though
even more awesome, is supported by a number of features that
seem to reflect knowledge of the habits of a real-life hippopot-
amus: its immense bulk and strength, its herbivorous nature
(v. 15) and its habitat, half-concealed by vegetation, in watery
marshes (vv. 21-22). The impossibility of capturing such an
immense creature and dragging it away to captivity is also
stressed (v. 24).
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There can be no doubt about the mythological associations of the
second beast, Leviathan (v. 1), though its description, like that of
Behemoth, is partly based on features of a genuine, though
highly imaginative, perception of an actual reptile. Like
Behemoth, Leviathan has its habitat in water, but in the sea
(yam) and the ‘deep’ (t°hom, vv. 31, 32) rather than the river in
which Behemoth wallows (40.23). These terms taken together
point to the primaeval ocean rather than the ordinary sea, and
this interpretation best fits the name Leviathan (see above on
3.8). Two of the other three Old Testament references to
Leviathan (Ps. 74.14; Isa. 27.1) refer to a battle in which God
defeats or Kkills it; Ps. 74.14 speaks of this battle in connection
with Yahweh’s creation of the world. In Ps. 104.26, however,
Leviathan has been tamed and has become a harmless creature
frolicking in the sea that Yahweh has made.

There is no sufficient reason to suppose that Leviathan and
Behemoth are simply names for the same creature. Although the
former is the ‘king of beasts’ (v. 34) and the latter is the ‘first of
God’s ways’ (40.19), the physical characteristics of the two as
described here are quite different. Verses 1-11 stress Leviathan’s
terrifying nature, the impossibility of capturing it (cf. 40.24) and
the extreme danger of tampering with it (but there is no refer-
ence to ‘the gods’ in v. 9 as supposed by some translations). The
description of its physical characteristics begins in v. 12; and
the creature that it most resembles appears to be the crocodile.
These verses speak of its terrifying jaws and teeth (v. 14), the
impenetrability of its interlocking scales (vv. 13, 15-17, 23) and
the fact that its strength resides in its powerful neck (v. 22). On
the other hand, certain features are those of the fire-breathing
dragon of myth and legend (vv. 18-21); the Greek translation
actually calls it a dragon—drakon. These verses probably reflect
a current ‘demonology’ associated with the chaos monster. Verses
33-34, however, appear to regard Leviathan as a terrestrial crea-
ture: it is described there as the king of beasts with no equal on
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earth, and v. 33b states that it is made—that is, created—without
fear (this does not appear in some translations). Thus as in the
earlier chapters of Yahweh'’s speech the answer to the questions
‘Can you...? to Job (vv. 1, 2) and ‘Who can...? (vv. 13, 14) can only
be ‘Only Yahweh can!
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The poem of Job, begun in 3.3, ends in 42.2-6 with Job’s second
reply to Yahweh. Verses 3a and 4, which clearly cannot repre-
sent Job’s own thoughts, are puzzling until it is recognized that
they are repetitions (with variants) of Yahweh’s own words to
him taken from 38.2 and 38.3b respectively, in which Yahweh
had first made his challenge to Job. Job reminds himself of them
in making his final response to Yahweh. In these verses more
than any passage in the book—more, even, than in the prose
conclusion—the author has set out his own resolution of
the problem that he raised when in the Prologue he described the
calamities that fell on Job. Job has capitulated; he has aban-
doned his aggressive attitude towards God and is content. His
contentment arises not from the granting of his wishes but from
a radically new awareness that human beings are not after all
central to God’s design and that their obsession with their ‘rights’
is not God’s main concern.

Even before his direct encounter with God Job had been
aware—as also had the friends—that God has absolute power
and cannot be frustrated in anything that he chooses to do. In his
first reply to Yahweh (40.4-5) he had admitted his own unimpor-
tance and the futility of his attempting to bring him to trial. This
he reiterates here in v. 2. In v. 3, recalling Yahweh’s words in
38.2, he now confesses that he had earlier spoken in ignorance of
the wonderful acts that Yahweh has now revealed to him and
that even now still surpass his comprehension. His reactions to
Yahweh’s speech have thus undergone a change, from a sullen
recognition of his own impotence to a retraction of his case
against God as having been utterly mistaken. This development
can hardly be due to his recently acquired knowledge of Yahweh’s
creation of the monsters Behemoth and Leviathan; it must be
the result of further reflection on all that Yahweh has shown
him. It should be noted that no mention has been made either by
Yahweh or by Job in his reply to the question of Job’s guilt or
innocence, nor is this referred to in the Epilogue (vv. 7-17). Job’s
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attempted case against God is likewise ignored. These omissions
suggest to the readers that the exact apportionment to human
beings of what they think they deserve is not the primary preoc-
cupation of the transcendent God.

Verse 4 emphasizes the distinction between two modes of
cognition, hearing and seeing. Job has listened to God’s words;
but he now also further claims to have seen him. The phrase
sema‘-’0zen, which may be rendered by ‘the hearing of the ear’,
does not in fact necessarily imply direct communication: the
word séma‘ usually means a report, not necessarily a true or
accurate one (compare its use in 28.22). Job is here saying that
only when he saw God for himself did he understand his true
nature. The ‘report’ that he had ‘heard’ probably refers to the
traditional belief about God that had been handed down to him
and to his friends, who had constantly cited it in their speeches.
But Job has now realized the falsity, or at least the inadequacy,
of this ‘report’. In v. 6 he now describes the personal consequences
to him of his new experience.

The meaning of this crucial verse has been much discussed. It
may be agreed, however, that the opening word ‘Therefore’
(‘al-kén) is itself important: what Job now says about his attitude
towards God is a direct consequence of the experience that he
has described in v. 5b. The most serious difference of opinion
among the commentators and translators about the meaning of
the verse centres upon the meaning of the first verb, ‘em’as. This
is frequently rendered by ‘I despise myself’, ‘I yield’ or even ‘I
melt away’. However, by far the most frequent meaning of the
verb ma’as is to reject. What Job rejects is not stated in the text;
but in the context it is most probable that he is retracting his
earlier misapprehension about God that had led him to challenge
him. The probability of this interpretation is supported by the
second verb, wnihamti. This is often rendered by ‘I repent’; but
the word ‘repent’ has a connotation in English that is not neces-
sarily present in Hebrew. The verb niham often simply means to
change one’s mind; and that is precisely what Job is doing.

Verse 6 ends with a phrase that has been understood in a
variety of ways, such as ‘upon dust and ashes’, ‘in spite of dust
and ashes’, ‘because of dust and ashes’. It has been supposed that
this is a reference to the ashes among which Job had seated
himself to give expression to his grief (2.8); but this is improb-
able. The full phrase ‘dust and ashes’ (‘aparwa’éper), which occurs
only three times in the Old Testament, is used metaphorically in



Job 42 191

the other two instances and was probably a standard expression;
it signifies humility or humiliation. It is used by Abraham in a
speech addressed to Yahweh as a self-deprecatory expression
signifying his insignificance, and in Job 30.19 by Job of his
humiliation by God. Here it reinforces Job’s confession of
ignorance and insignificance with a word of humility and
self-abasement.

Verse 7 resumes the narrative prose style of the Prologue.
Yahweh now speaks to the friends, addressing first Eliphaz—
presumably regarded as their spokesman—and then all three
together. Elihu does not reappear. Nor is Job addressed; but
Yahweh continues to call him ‘my servant’, a rare title that when
used of an individual attests Yahweh’s complete confidence in
him. In vv. 7-9 Yahweh judges both Job and his friends according
to whether the words that they have spoken—or have not
spoken—about him in the course of their debate were true
(n¢kéna) or not. On this basis the friends are condemned. It is
important to observe that their failure to speak the truth about
him is far from being seen as a matter of minor importance. On
the contrary, Yahweh reacts very strongly indeed to it. He is
roused to anger by it (v. 7) and speaks of it as ‘folly’ (n¢bald, v. 8).
This term does not denote mere foolishness: in the Old Testament
it is an ethical term reserved for the most heinous of crimes,
such as rape and other sexual offences. Those who are condemned
for speaking n¢bald (as here) are those who have spoken lies and
led God’s people astray (Isa. 9.16; 32.6). The friends’ sin is
regarded by Yahweh as so serious that they are commanded to
offer propitiatory sacrifices (as Job had done in case his sons had
cursed God in their hearts, 1.5). For the author, then, not to
speak rightly about God is a sin worthy of death.

What was the friends’ offence? The text does not define this:
it leaves it to be inferred. The friends had confidently proclaimed
that they knew God’s true nature, and had constituted them-
selves instructors of Job whose notions they regarded as wicked
and blasphemous. They had been strenuous in their efforts to
defend God (that is, their own perception of him) against Job’s
attacks, and had perhaps expected to have their efforts applauded
by him. Their condemnation is thus one of the most powerful
ironies in the book; the tables are turned with a vengeance. The
friends are revealed as the sinners; Job is vindicated. These
verses (7-9) show clearly the fundamentally polemical character
of the book. The author has already expressed his own theology
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through the mouth of Yahweh in chs. 38-41; this was totally
contrary to that of the friends, who had constantly maintained
that God always and without fail favours the righteous and
punishes the wicked, and had even drawn the further conclusion
that a person who had to endure misfortune and suffering was
ipso facto a wicked person. To the author of the book this was not
only untrue; it was blasphemy. It was those who held and taught
this view who were ipso facto the real sinners. This spirit of
uncompromising hostility to the religious opinions of other
members of the same community, sometimes expressed, as here,
in exaggerated language (n°bald), is a common feature of a certain
strand of Old Testament literature (cf., e.g., Ps. 73; Isa. 65).

It remains to consider in what way Job had spoken rightly
about God. It is frequently supposed that this refers to what he
had said during the debate. It has been argued that Job’s denun-
ciations of God as a cruel tyrant and his assertions that God had
singled him out especially as a victim despite his innocence were
accurate descriptions of his experience, whereas the friends had
painted a wholly false picture of God. There is some truth in this
explanation, but it omits too much of what Job had actually said
to be entirely convincing. It is equally probable that Yahweh is
here referring to what Job has just said in his final moment of
truth in vv. 3 and 5 of the present chapter. There he has not only
confessed that God and his works are incomprehensible, but has
shown humility in admitting his own insignificance and igno-
rance. Such humility was wholly lacking in the friends, who had
confidently claimed that they understood God’s nature. It was
perhaps especially in these final verses that Job had ‘spoken
rightly’ about him.

Verse 9 does not specifically refer in the Hebrew text to Job’s
prayer for his friends: it merely states that ‘Yahweh regarded
him favourably’. But v. 10 states that when Job interceded for
them as he had been commanded to do, Yahweh restored his
fortunes, giving him twice what he had possessed at the begin-
ning. This linking of the two events probably does not imply that
Yahweh’s act of bounty was dependent on Job’s kindly act, though
it introduces a new aspect of God’s nature: his mercy. Neither his
pardoning of the friends’ sin nor his restoration of Job’s fortunes
should, however, surprise the reader, as it has now been estab-
lished that God is unpredictable and behaves just as he likes
(v. 2). But it must also be remembered that Job’s loss and
suffering had not been intended by Yahweh to be permanent,
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although Job was not aware of this: they were due to an experi-
ment that resulted from Yahweh’s conversation with the Satan.
Now Job had won the wager: he had not cursed God to his face,
as the Satan had predicted, and Job’s final speech in vv. 2-6 of
the present chapter shows that despite all that he had said he
still accepted Yahweh’s right to do as he pleased with his human
creatures as he had in 1.21-22 and 2.10. The experiment
completed, Job’s rehabilitation could be said to follow as a
natural consequence.

In vv. 11-17 Job’s rehabilitation is described in some detail.
The form and style are again characteristic of the folk-tale, in
which every detail, especially the fate of the principal character,
must be recorded. The doubling of the hero’s wealth at the conclu-
sion of the story is also a common motif. The reversal of Job’s
fortunes produces a change of heart on the part of his family and
friends, who had abandoned him in his trouble (19.13-19) but
now (v. 11) flock round him, bringing him gifts. This may have
been a recognized custom marking a person’s return to normal
social life after an illness or misfortune, but there is no doubt a
further ironical point here: the help that was not given to Job in
his destitution is now pressed upon him when he no longer needs
it. Job’s new family of superlatively beautiful daughters is a
detail that continues the folkloric style; their sharing the inher-
itance with their brothers (v. 15) gives them a privilege not
normally accorded to Israelite women. The final verses (16-17)
do not detract from the positive character of the chapter, but
enhance it. They describe a life that was regarded as the acme of
happiness and fulfilment: a lifespan double the normal one and
almost approaching that of the patriarchs of Genesis (Abraham
lived for 175 years according to Gen. 25.7), the joy of seeing four
generations of descendants and a peaceful death in the bosom of
his family (the phrase ‘old and full of days’ is identical with that
used of Isaac in Gen. 35.29).
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