Wisdom in Exile

The Book of Job


It is not within the scope of this study to delve into the dialogues between Job and his friends. We must confine ourselves to a sketch of the arguments found in this book.  We will concentrate on three sections: chapters 1-2,27-28 (esp. 28:12-28), and 40-42.  


The first of these sections is not directly Wisdom material, although the entire book of Job is generally classified within this tradition.  These first two chapters relate the background story to the dialogues of which the remainder of the book consists.  We find a wealthy and pious man of Uz named Job.  Even though he is not identified as an Israelite he is described as a good and pious man.  His wealth is considered by the culture in which this story is generated to represent divine favor bestowed because of the goodness of this man.  Job provides the focus of a debate between God and the adversarial angel Satan (“the adversary” : hassatan in Hebrew, o satanos in Greek).  This is not the same concept of Satan with which we are most familiar.  Here he is still a member of the heavenly courts - , but one who continually challenges God’s relationship with humanity.   Satan challenges that Job is only pious because of the blessings he enjoys.  God is confident of the innate piety of Job and gives Satan free rein to test Job.  Satan takes God at his word and removes from Job all that he has except for his own health (and his wife, but she is only mentioned once in 2:9 where she begs her husband to ‘curse God and die’).  Job is shown to remain faithful.  Satan is not satisfied but obtains permission from God to test Job further by afflicting him with illness.  After seven days and nights sitting silently with three friends Job speaks and curses his birth.


This much of the story is not entirely unique to the Israelite traditions, but is found in subtly different forms in various ancient cultures.  It is a common setting for the question of divine justice and the trials of the human condition, questions responded to differently by each of the cultures, which confronted them.  The author of Job takes up this story and crafts around it serious philosophical dialogue among Job and his three ‘friends’.  Each of these friends alleges that Job must in some way have deserved the punishment, which they perceive God to be inflicting upon him.  Job steadfastly maintains his innocence and professes only that God’s ways are beyond his understanding.


A brief look at 27-28 will elucidate some of Job’s response to his friends and the strong connection between this work and the rest of Wisdom literature.  He responds to Bildad’s third discourse:  “As God lives . . . my lips will not speak falsehood . . . I will not put away my integrity from me.  I hold fast my righteousness . . . I will teach you concerning the hand of God . . . why then have you become altogether vain?”  Job is certain his friends are wrong, that he has done no wrong deserving of God’s reprisal.  He does not deny God’s wrath is visited upon the wicked, but he refuses to accept that he belongs in that category.  Job seeks elsewhere for a reason for his destitution.  (The remainder of this chapter which is more suited in tone to one of Bildad’s arguments than Job’s own, is considered by many scholars to be out of place within the text.)

 
Job continues with a recitation of the many things which man has discovered even though they seemed hidden, mostly related to ores and the mining of gemstones.  From this he proceeds to the inaccessibility of wisdom: “But where shall wisdom be found? . . .  Man does not know the way to it . . . Whence then comes wisdom? . . . God understands the way to it, and he knows its place.  For he looks to the ends of the earth, and sees everything under the heavens.  When he gave to the wind its weight . . . then he saw it and declared it; he established it and searched it out.  And he said to man, ‘Behold, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom; and to depart from evil is understanding.’ “  This is the essence of Job’s rationalization of his own position.  He must continue in his piety, for only there, in the ‘fear of the Lord’, can there be any understanding.  Even though he cannot fathom it, he must accept that God has a reason, that so long as he avoids the evil into which his friends are coaching him (i.e. to affirm that he has sinned in some way and God is punishing him), he will keep his integrity.  Job’s one fault in all of his arguments, as we will see the author make more clear in the reply of God, is that he maintains that God has a responsibility to him to declare his innocence and restore him.


What follows once Job has concluded his speech are the responses of Elihu, a fourth companion.  He is a young man and not so bound by the traditional concepts of his elders who have spoken.  The essence of his speeches is that Job has defended himself, but has not defended God.  He and his three friends have all, in their ways, condemned God as being unjust.  Elihu maintains that God is beyond human understanding, that even when He reveals Himself, it is beyond the capability of humanity to fully comprehend.  He contends that rather than try to fathom the justice of God, humanity should instead recognize the many wonders which God has provided. 


At length the reply of God is given.  He speaks from out of a whirlwind and chastises Job, his three friends, and Elihu.  “Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?  Gird up your loins like a man, I will question you, and you shall declare to me.  Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? . . . Who has put wisdom in the clouds, or given understanding to the mists?  Who can number the clouds by wisdom?”   (38:2-4a, 36-7) The divine reply continues with this line of rhetorical questioning.  Of course neither Job nor any of his companions were present during any of the acts of creation.  The point is being made that they are in no position to question God’s rule.


Job is silenced, yet God continues with another discourse along the same lines.  At the end, Job repents and is restored to his fortunes.  The author cannot find the answer to Job’s questions with which to supply God.  He does, however, imagine God as accepting Job’s piety and therefore restoring him.  The reader must recall, too, that it was not a direct act of God by which Job was brought low. It was by an act of the Adversary in order to stage a demonstration of the depth of Job’s faith.  This then is the final point of the discourses.  Job has gone beyond the traditional arguments of his friends. His piety is not grounded in traditional reasoning which postulates a simple God who dispenses reward and punishment (the basis of the piety of his companions), but in a profound faith in a powerful God who is both the creator of the universe and the intimate companion of those who are faithful to him.


Job is restored and Satan is answered.  Job’s piety has endured the test.


The Wisdom tradition has here reached a much more reflective stage than that found in Proverbs 10-31.  No longer are the concerns of the tradition limited to the observable, but they have progressed to the question of ‘why’. This question will again be taken up, in a different manner, by the author of Ecclesiastes.  First, however, the tradition will develop its image of wisdom as we find expressed in Proverbs 1-9.

Discussion Questions (Job)

1. What question is the author of Job seeking to answer?

2. How does the portrayal of the Adversary compare to later understandings of Satan?

3. What is your reaction to Job’s response to the disasters?  What do you think his wife means with her statement in  2:9?

4. After listening to his three friends and Elihu, Job has a final response. What is it?

5. Does God’s reply from the whirlwind answer anything, if so, how?

6. In the Mesopotamian legend Job is restored after he pleads for himself. How does this differ from the Biblical narrative and what does that imply?

