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CHAPTER 1

Job’s Complaint and
the Whirlwind’s Answer

FROM THE BOOK OF JOB

An assumption underlying the Old Testament is that we live in a divinely
governed, just universe. The prevailing orthodoxy was that God has struc-
tured the world so that the righteous and the wicked are rewarded or pun-
ished according to what they deserve—a simple principle of moral cause
and effect. Even the book of Proverbs, despite its occasional flashes of cyni-
cism, essentially reflects this view. The book of Job, on the other hand, is
unorthodox with respect to the accepted orthodoxy, for it frankly treats the
difficult fact that the justice of God is not confirmed by human experience.
One’s circumstances are not an accurate indicator of one’s standing with
God. Thus, the book calls into question the Old Testament idea of what it

means to live in a divinely governed, just universe.
In a sense, the book of Job is a philosophical debate, set in the format

of an old folk tale. It addresses the most perplexing of human problems:

New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright © 1989, Division of Christian Education
of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the Unirted States of America. Used

by permission, All rights reserved.
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The story begins with a description of Job and his relationship to God-

There was once a man in the land of Uz whose name was Job. That map
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blameless and upright, one who feared God and turned away from evil 25
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Terrible things began to happen to Job: his seven sons and three daughters an
killed, his many flocks destroyed, bis slaves slaughtered, and he himselfsmittn
with a terrible skin disease. Job’s first reaction to the calamities in his life isto
suffer in silence. Unable to restrain herself Job's wife urges him to “curse God

and die.” But Job answers:

You speak as any foolish woman would speak. Shall we receive the goodat

the hand of God, and not receive the bad?”
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wtburst shocks the comforters, and they begin to argue with him. The first
lining Job for his own good:

Jobso .
Eliphaz, insists that God is probably discip

comforter,

“How happy is the one whom God reproves; therefore do not despise the

discipline of the Almighty.

but he binds up; he strikes, but his hands heal.”
5:17-18

For he wounds,

Afser listening to many such sanctimonious pronouncements, Job answers that

be does not need any disciplining. Beginning to despair of any resolution with

bis human comforters, be cries out directly to God:

“If I sin, what do I do to you, you watcher of humanity? Why have you

made me your target? Why have I become a burden to you?”
7:20

Soon Bildad, the second comforter, rebukes Job, saying that God would certainly

respond if Job were innocent:

How long will you say these things, and the words of your mouth be a
great wind?
.Hwoa God pervert justice? Or does the Almighty pervert the right?
it you are pure and upright, surely then he will rouse himself for you and

restore to you your rightful place.”
8:2-3,6

It 1 i
M MMM\“ x”e \ewq that God is treating him as if he has sinned and will nos give hir
o b :M urthermore, Job persists in acknowledging God's omniscience and i
ipotence but sharpens his questions about God's Justice and goodness. Job &\S\ o
A eclares:
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The earth is given into the hand of the wicked; he covers the eyes of its
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9:15-24

As Job's worst fears unfold, he feels like a condemned person who can do nothing
10 clear himself with a judge who is like no one else:

“I become afraid of all my suffering, for I know you will not hold me
innocent.

I shall be condemned; why then do I labor in vain?

It I wash myself with soap and cleanse my hands with lye,

yet you will plunge me into filth, and my own clothes will abhor me.

For he is not a mortal, as I am, that I might answer him, that we should
come to trial together.

There is no umpire between us, who might lay his hand on us both.

If he would take his rod away from me, and not let dread of him terrify me,

then I would speak without fear of him, for I know I am not what Tam

thought 1o be.”
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“I'loathe my life; I will give free utterance ro my complaint; [ will speak in
the bitterncss of my soul.

I'will say to God, Do not condemn me; let me know why you contend
against mc.

Does it scem good to you to oppress, to despise the work of your hands
and favor the schemes of the wicked?

Do you have eyes of flesh? Do you see as humans see?

Are your days like the days of mortals, or your years like human years,

that you seek out my iniquity and search for my sin,

although you know that I am not guilty, and there is no one to deliver out
of your hand?”

10:1-7

The third comforter, Zophar, is so outraged at this utterance thas he indignantly
insists not only that Job is guilty bur also that he must be receiving a less painful
correction than he deserves:

“Should your babble put others to silence, and when you mock, shall no
one shame you?

For you say, ‘My conduct is pure, and I am clean in God’s sight.”

Bur O that God would speak, and open his lips to you,

and thar he would tell you the secrets of wisdom! For wisdom is many-
sided.

Know then that God exacts of you less than your guilt deserves.”

11:3-6

In spite of his friends’ insistence that divine justice guarantees prosperity to the
righteous and suffering to the wicked, Job states that it appears thar God deals
unfairly with human beings. Job claims thar even in death—the place of
Sheol—the wicked still reject God:

“When I think of it I am dismayed, and shuddering seizes my flesh.

Why do the wicked live on, reach old age, and grow mighty in power?

Their children are established in their presence, and their offspring before
their eyes.

Their houses are safe from fear, and no rod of God is upon them.

Their bull breeds without fail; their cow calves and never miscarries.
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So the debate continues, point and counterpoint, Job against his three friend:.
As the discussion draws 10 a close, the young Elihu, a fourth comforter who did
not enter the earlier dialogue, comes forward to try to refute both Job, for his
selfjustification, and the other three friends, for lacking an argument that is
forceful enough:

“God thunders wondrously with his voice; he does great things that we

cannot comprehend. . . .
The Almighty

abundant righteousness he will not violate.”

we cannot find him; he is grear in power and justice, and

37:5,23

For all its pretense of knowing God's ways, however, Elihu’s message turns out 1
be essentially the same as that of his cohorts. Job is m&&b&&ﬁ&& and w@:.%&
exhausted with bis own problems and with the onslaught of accusations. In this
situation, God enters the story through a storm that has been brewing. Spea \m.:m
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lack of wisdom, ignores the young comforter entirely, and then confr o Jo
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On what were its bases sunk, or who laid its cornerstone

when the morning stars sang together and all the heavenly beings shouted
for joy?

Or who shut in the sea with doors when it burst out from the womb?—

when I made the clouds its garment, and thick darkness its swaddling band,

and prescribed bounds for it, and set bars and doors,

and said, “Thus far shall you come, and no farther, and here shall your
proud waves be stopped’?

Have you commanded the morning since your days began, and caused
the dawn ro know its place,

so that it might take hold of the skirts of the earth, and the wicked be
shaken out of it?

It is changed like clay under the seal, and it is dyed like a garment.

Light is withheld from the wicked, and their uplifted arm is broken.

Have you entered into the springs of the sea, or walked in the recesses of
the deep?

Have the gates of death been revealed to you, or have you seen the gates of
deep darkness?

Have you comprehended the expanse of the earth? Declare, if you know
all chis.

Where is the way to the dwelling of light, and where is the place of
darkness,

that you may take it to its territory and that you may discern the paths to
its home?”

38:2-20

Job is overwhelmed by bis encounter with God. His earlier insistence on a strict
and measurable justice in the world gives way to his emerging perception of God
as still in sovereign control but governing the world by a wisdom that resists for-
mulaic description. So, Job answers:

“See, I am of small account; what shall [ answer you? I lay my hand on
my mouth.
I have spoken once, and I will not answer; twice, but will proceed no fur-

ther.”
40:4-5
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Then God begins another barrage of questions:

“Gird up your loins like a man; [ will question you, and you declare
to me.

Will you even put me in the wrong? Will you condemn mc that you may
be justified?

Have you an arm like God, and can you thunder with a voice like his?

Deck yourself with majesty and dignity; clothe yourself with glory and
splendor.

Pour out the overflowings of your anger, and look on all who are proud,
and abase them.

Look on all who are proud, and bring them low; tread down the wicked
where they stand.

Hide them all in the dust together; bind their faces in the world below.

Then I will also acknowledge to you that your own right hand can give

you victory.”

40:7-14

Job is further humbled by God’s second speech and, in response, utters these

words:

“I know that you can do all things, and that no purpose of yours can be
thwarted.

“Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge?’ Therefore I have
uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me,
which I did not know. . ..

I'had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees you;

therefore I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes.”

42:2-3,5-6

Many scholars as well as general readers often interpret the end of the story
as depicting a puny human finally succumbing to divine power or a rebellions
sinner admitting wrongdoing. However, the word “repent” in the context of
this Hebrew text clearly means to change one’s mind, perhaps with some regret
for having held an incorrect opinion in the first place, bu it does not mean to
admit moral wrongdoing or spiritual rebellion. Seen in this light, Job is a faithful

believer, an honest questioner, a righteous sufferer, and a religious pioncer.



