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  PART


  1


  READING JOB

  AS LITERATURE
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  ONE


  What Is the Book of Job About?


  It is not uncommon for people to turn to the book of Job when they encounter suffering, but all too often they find the book unsatisfying. They think that the book will explain why they or their loved ones are suffering or why there is so much suffering in the world. They have the impression that the book is about Job and that he is going to provide a model for how they should respond in times of suffering. They expect to learn why God acts the way that he does—why he allows or even causes righteous people to suffer. It is no wonder, then, that they find the book inadequate; their expectations are misguided. We need to begin, then, with some adjustments to our expectations. First of all, Job has trials, but he is not on trial. We will propose that God’s policies are on trial. Second, the book of Job is not primarily about Job; it is primarily about God. Third, if this is so, the book is more about the reasons for righteousness than about the reasons for suffering. Finally, the topic of wisdom plays a central role in the book. Indeed, Job’s suffering leads to a heated debate as to who has the wisdom that will help the characters diagnose and prescribe a remedy for Job’s problems. Here we will see that, though all the human characters claim that they are wise, it is only God who is wise. Let’s look at these in more detail.


  Job Has Trials, But He Is Not on Trial


  Job is declared innocent and righteous from the beginning of the book and throughout it, so there is no doubt that he is righteous. The question is whether he will retain his integrity. His integrity is defined by whether he will keep his focus on his righteousness or pursue a strategy to recover the benefits of a righteous life. If his focus is his benefits, it will show that the challenge posed against him is a correct assessment: he does not serve God for nothing (Job 1:9).


  While Job clearly has trials, he and his friends more importantly believe that he is on trial. Job considers himself to be the defendant in a criminal case. In his mind, he has been treated as a wicked person and is now trying to defend himself. His defense follows the strategy of trying to reposition himself as a plaintiff in a civil case. Because he perceives this to be the scenario, he demands a hearing so that he can lodge a complaint against the one who has falsely accused him. In reality, however, his role is to serve as the star witness for the defense, because it is God’s policies that are on trial.


  This view of the book is substantiated when we see the issue that is raised for discussion in Job 1:9. The challenge does not suggest that Job is not truly righteous—in fact, his righteousness is accepted as a premise. The challenge concerns Job’s motivations for being righteous: “Does Job fear God for nothing?” Such a challenge ultimately questions God’s policy of blessing righteous people. The contention is that if God makes it a policy to bring prosperity as a reward for righteousness, true righteousness will be subverted because people will act righteously in order to gain benefits. God, therefore, by his very policy, is creating mercenaries of a sort—people who will do anything to get ahead.


  The fundamental issue at question in the book of Job is whether it is good policy for God to bless the righteous by bringing them prosperity (wealth and health). The challenger (identified as satan; see chap. 6 for explanation) argues that it is not good policy and suggests that the mettle of Job’s righteousness, if tested by the removal of all his benefits, will prove lacking. That would demonstrate that his righteousness was founded only in his own search for gain and was never true righteousness at all. However, this scrutiny of Job’s motives is only a means to an end. The main question concerns how God runs the world.


  About God, Not About Job


  Certainly Job gets more “airtime” than God in the book. In the end, however, it is not important whether we understand Job better. His character does not provide a guide for how we ought to think or act. Much of what Job thinks and says is at least partially wrong. How Job responds is ultimately important so that we can consider how God runs the world and whether there can be such a thing as disinterested righteousness (serving God for nothing).


  The focus on God becomes even clearer when we see the second piece of the challenge. The first challenge suggests that God’s policy of blessing righteous people is flawed because it seems to buy people’s loyalty and righteousness. The second piece of the challenge falls into place when Job begins to suffer. As he makes his speeches and launches his demands to God for a hearing, we learn that Job also has a problem with God’s policies: he considers it bad policy that God allows righteous people to suffer. In short, he thinks that God is unjust.


  These two challenges set up the focus of the book as it pertains to God’s policies in the world: it is not good policy for righteous people to prosper (for that undermines the development of true righteousness by providing an ulterior motive). In tension with that, it is not good policy for righteous people to suffer (they are the good people, the ones who are on God’s side). So what is God to do?


  Not only do these two challenges shape the book, but they also inevitably lead to deeper questions: Is it really God’s policy to bless the righteous and bring suffering only to the wicked? If so, why does experience so often suggest that this is not true? How does God run the world? Can we affirm that his policies are the best policies? Recognizing that these are the questions being addressed, we can now see how it is that this book is primarily about God. Job is the test case for considering how God runs the world and how we should think about God when life goes haywire.


  About the Reasons for Righteousness, Not the Reasons for Suffering


  Once we have adjusted our focus onto God rather than Job and understood the basic nature of the accusations that are being made concerning God’s policies, we can begin to see that righteousness is more under consideration than is suffering. The question asked is, “Why is Job righteous?” not, “Why is Job suffering?” No paradigmatic explanation is offered for why suffering takes place, but there is a lot of interest in what constitutes righteousness. We don’t have to understand Job’s suffering; we do have to understand his righteousness. His suffering does not give us direction about our suffering, but his reasons for righteousness should make us think about our reasons for righteousness. Will Job’s righteousness be sustained even when God’s policies are incomprehensible and nothing seems to make sense? Will ours? As the book unfolds, we will see that this is the critical issue to be resolved.


  Job’s pain and anguish lead to a debate as to why he suffers. The human participants all have their opinions about the reason for his suffering and also about how he can get relief. In this debate, they all (Job, the three friends and Elihu) present themselves as wisdom teachers. They claim wisdom and undermine the wisdom of the others.


  As we get into the plot of Job, we will see who wins and who loses this debate. Also, how does God enter into the discussion? Indeed, we will see that again this book is not about Job or any of the human participants, whose wisdom is shown to be woefully inadequate, but about God himself, who alone is wise.


  Studying the Book of Job


  As we proceed, how do we go beyond a surface reading of the book? First, we must remember that the book of Job was written not to us in the twenty-first century A.D. but centuries ago to an ancient Israelite audience. That does not mean that the book does not speak to us today; certainly it does. The church recognizes the book of Job as canonical—that is, as a standard of our faith and practice—but we must understand the book on its own terms in order to comprehend its significance for the modern believer. How do we do that?


  We must first recognize that the book of Job was written in Hebrew—not modern Hebrew, but ancient Hebrew. Thus, we begin with a translation of Job in our vernacular, which for most of the present readers is English. Translation itself involves interpretation, but for our purposes we are going to depend upon a translation, and of course we will be presenting quotations of the book of Job in English.


  But much study remains to be done even using the English text of Job. Since the book is a product of the ancient Near East, we are helped by placing the book in the context of the ancient Near East. We are also helped by studying the book as a piece of literature—by determining its literary type or genre, inspecting its structure and exploring the style of writing.


  The book of Job is also a work of theology; that is, it speaks about God and humanity’s relationship with God. Our study of Job will emphasize a theological analysis of the book. It is important to read the book on its own, but ultimately we want to put it in the broader context of the Bible as a whole, and for the Christian that will include the New Testament. Thus, we will explore how the book of Job addresses us as Christian readers. This concern will lead us to inquire not only how the book might anticipate Jesus Christ (Lk 24:25-27, 44-49) but also what relevance the book might have for how we think and act today.


  In summary, the book of Job can be studied at a variety of significant levels, and we will be interacting with these throughout this book:


  
    	What does the book say (translating the book)?


    	How did the author package that message literarily?


    	What philosophical/theological points is the book making in its original context?


    	How does that message fit together with Christian theology?


    	What practical significance does that message have for us today as Christians?

  


  For Further Reflection


  
    	What did you think the book of Job was about before you read this chapter?


    	What should we expect to learn from the book of Job?


    	What is on trial in the book of Job?


    	What does it mean when the challenger asks God, “Does Job fear God for nothing?”


    	What is the problem with trying to live in order to benefit from a relationship with God?


    	What is the role of wisdom in the book?

  


  TWO


  What Is the Rhetorical Strategy of the Book of Job?


  Rhetorical strategy refers to the ways in which a book’s purpose unfolds section by section. A book has a purpose, a direction, an objective and a focus. Its parts are shaped and arranged in order to achieve that purpose effectively. As readers, we want to track with the book and understand the parts, how they fit together and what each one contributes. This is true of any literature, but it is especially true of the Bible. We believe that the authority of God is vested in the author’s purpose and rhetorical strategy, for these are the foundation of the book’s message and teaching.


  The Purpose of the Book


  We would identify the purpose of the book as how to think well about God when disaster strikes. When life is going wrong we would like to know how God governs the world. In the process, we can discover whether our righteousness stands up. The book of Job is going to make the case that God’s justice is not the foundation of how the world operates. We cannot explain all circumstances by investigating them as the result of righteous or wicked behavior. The book of Job turns our attention away from the idea that the world runs by God’s justice and offers the alternative that, instead of trying to understand everything that happens as a reflection of God’s justice, we should learn to trust his wisdom.


  It is particularly common for readers to feel disappointed with the speeches of God. They sound to some readers like deflection—a power play in which the real issues are set aside while God simply overwhelms and intimidates Job. In fact it is not uncommon to hear that the answer in the book of Job is, “I am God, and you are not.” This generally has an implied complement: “So just shut up,” or “Mind your own business,” or “I can do what I want,” or “You are worthless.” A preferable understanding would be, “I am God, who is supremely wise and powerful, so I want you to trust me even when you don’t understand.”


  Understanding the Structure


  To understand the rhetorical strategy of a book, we must understand its structure. This can only be accomplished if we consider the structure to be cohesive and intentional. Though many modern interpreters have found the book lacking in cohesiveness, we would contend that each of the components of the book plays a significant role in the development of the book’s purpose. The various styles of literature used by the book include dialogue, discourse, narrative, hymn and lament. All these are woven together into a poignant piece of wisdom literature. None of the parts can be easily written off as later additions or as redundant once we understand the role that each plays in the book. (See figure 2.1.)
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  Figure 2.1. Structure of the book of Job


  Narrative sections (prologue and epilogue) serve as brackets on either end of the book. Just inside those brackets we find Job’s lament (Job 3) and Job’s closing statements (in Job 40 and 42). The two longest portions of the book are the poetic dialogues and discourses.1 There are three cycles of dialogue and three sets of discourses (Job, Elihu and God). Among the most difficult decisions about the structure of the book is what to do with Job 28. Opinions vary, but one of the most common views, and the one that we are most persuaded by, is that this wisdom hymn is best regarded as coming from the narrator rather than from any of the characters. As such, it serves as a pivot point in the book. It provides a conclusion to the dialogues and a transition to the discourses.2 Though the hymn is positioned between two speeches of Job and gives no clear indication that the speaker has changed, it would represent a jarring departure from the stance that Job has adopted in the dialogue section and would align poorly with the attitude in Job’s discourses in Job 29–31.3 Job’s last speech in Job 27:7-23 is pessimistic and even fatalistic and, as such, moves in the opposite direction from the trajectory of Job 28. Furthermore, because Job 29–31 shows no hint of the convictions expressed in Job 28, Job 28 cannot be viewed as simply a new insight. Evidence from the Hebrew speech-introduction formulas can be garnered to support this, and the technical discussion can be found elsewhere.4


  When we consider the wisdom hymn in the mouth of the narrator, its rhetorical role becomes clear. In Job 4–27, we presume that we have been listening to the wisest men in the world. However, Job 28 indicates that we have not yet heard anything resembling wisdom. Job’s refusal to adopt the strategies of the friends and his insistence on pursuing vindication rather than restoration of benefits has shown that he does serve God for nothing—it was not the benefits that motivated his fearing God. At this point in the book, then, the first challenge to God’s policies has been addressed. The policy of blessing righteous people does not undermine their righteousness. The book will now turn attention to the question of whether it is good policy for righteous people to suffer.


  Even though Job, having held to the integrity of his righteousness, has offered a stellar defense, he has not demonstrated wisdom. Wisdom has yet to be heard. Job 28 therefore turns the attention of the book away from the righteousness of God. Instead of focusing on the justice of God, as the discourses of Job and Elihu attempt to do, the book of Job will conclude with the wisdom of God as revealed in God’s discourses.


  The Triangle of Tensions in Job


  A final element of the rhetorical strategy can be unpacked using a triangle diagram that highlights the tensions being worked out in the book. (See figure 2.2.5)


  As long as Job, a righteous man, is prospering, the triangle represents equilibrium—everything is stable. Once Job begins suffering, one of the corners of the triangle has to be given up. We can follow the progress of the book as we consider which corner the various parties desire to defend and which they are willing to release.
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    Figure 2.2. Triangle of tensions

  


  Job’s friends defend the corner of the retribution principle (the righteous will prosper, and the wicked will suffer; see full discussion in chap. 3). They are convinced that the retribution principle is true (see figure 2.2). If this is so, then either God is not just or Job is not righteous. They cannot countenance a world without God’s justice, so their doubts focus on Job’s righteousness. They conclude that his lack thereof must be the weak link and begin probing to discover Job’s past sins.


  Job, in sharp contrast, defends the corner of his righteousness above all else. As he considers the merits of the other two corners, he tries to find weaknesses in the retribution principle. Yet, in the end, he comes to question the justice of God. This is why he presses for a chance to face God in court, to hear the accusation read and to defend his righteousness. Job therefore expresses significant doubts about God’s justice.


  Elihu takes a stand that differs somewhat from the other friends and from Job himself. Elihu dramatically defends the corner of God’s justice. Of that he is certain, and in this he is in agreement with the three friends. But, as with the other characters, he then faces a conundrum about which of the other corners will be compromised. He cannot find a flaw in the retribution principle, and he expresses anger over the attempts of the other friends to manufacture some sort of sin in Job’s past. Therefore, he devises a creative solution to provide a resolution.


  His first move is to redefine the retribution principle. Instead of accepting the normal view that the retribution principle is only a punitive response to past sins (in which case, sins prior to the beginning of the suffering have to be identified), he reconfigures the retribution principle to also include an anticipatory role. On the strength of this reconfiguration, Elihu then turns his attention to Job and proposes that indeed Job may not have committed any great sins in his past. Rather, Job’s suffering anticipated and demonstrated an obvious flaw that became evident as his problems unfolded: Job is guilty of self-righteousness.


  One could easily conclude that Elihu has gotten it right, but that would be a mistake. God has not had his say as yet. Elihu may be closer than any of the other human characters in the book, and God’s position overlaps more with Elihu’s position than with any of the others, but Elihu’s position still suffers from a major flaw: he continues to believe that justice is the foundation of how the world works. That is a belief that God discards as simplistic. The world’s operation is based not on justice but on wisdom. This will be explored more deeply in the following chapters.


  For Further Reflection


  
    	Why is it important to identify the rhetorical strategy of a book like Job?


    	How would you describe the book’s purpose in your own words?


    	How does the structure serve to develop the book’s purpose?


    	What is the triangle of tension in the book of Job?

  


  THREE


  Job in the Context of the Ancient Near East


  Job is not an Israelite. He is from the land of Uz, which is likely located in the land known as Edom in the Bible. However, in many ways Job thinks like an Israelite and believes what Israelites were supposed to believe.1 The book is distinctly Israelite (and almost certainly written by an Israelite), as it stands in sharp contrast to many of the common beliefs elsewhere in the ancient Near East. The genre of the book is a relatively common one in the ancient Near East (wisdom book featuring a pious sufferer),2 but the answers that the book eventually offers transcend anything that was proposed in the ancient Near East and would have been truly inconceivable without the revolutionary concept of God that developed in Israel.


  Shared Genre: Wisdom Books Featuring a Pious Sufferer


  In the Mesopotamian exemplars, the persons suffering are pious in every way known to them, are innocent of wrongdoing as far as they know and are confused about why their god has deserted them. In the cultures of Mesopotamia, offenses were generally assumed to have taken place in the realm of ritual. For example, a Neo-Assyrian prayer expresses an individual’s confusion over all that is going wrong in his life.3 He begins listing all the unintentional ways that he might have offended some deity or other: Did he accidentally step on sacred space of some known or unknown god? Did he perhaps eat some food forbidden by a known or unknown god? Presumably, the sufferer would know if he had committed an ethical offense (e.g., theft, adultery), but pleasing the gods in the ancient world was more concerned with ritual than with ethics. It would be easy to commit ritual offenses without knowing it. If any ritual offense took place, the god might well abandon a person and thereby withdraw his protection, leaving the person vulnerable to all sorts of trouble.


  From a literary perspective, the several works dealing with pious suffering from the ancient world do not manifest either the subtlety or complexity found in the book of Job. Nothing suggests any sort of literary dependence between them (though the dialogue of the Babylonian Theodicy may have suggested the dialogue form of the book of Job). These other works simply deal with similar scenarios, but the scenario is one that is common in any culture from any period. The most similar pieces of literature date to the second millennium B.C. (see figure 3.1).


  When we compare these works to the book of Job, we find similarities that are, for the most part, superficial. An individual is suffering and does not know why. A defense is made before friends or family, and the case is set before God. The sufferer seeks to understand the gods and sometimes engages with a mediator who will help bring resolution. In most cases, they are eventually restored. The differences, however, are extensive and deeply ingrained. They will be explored in the next few sections.


  Job Thinks Like an Israelite: The Great Symbiosis


  Job never shows any inclination toward polytheism. In fact, in his oath of innocence he specifically denies having shown homage to the sun or moon (presumably the sun god or moon god; Job 31:24-28). Anyone but Israelites in the ancient world would have readily acknowledged these cosmic deities, but Job refrains from doing so, indicating an Israelite mentality. He seems to recognize which God has brought him trouble and does not appeal to any other god.
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  Figure 3.1. Mesopotamian literature compared with Jobf


  aContext of Scripture (hereafter COS), ed. William W. Hallo and K. Lawson Younger Jr. (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 1:179, ll. 573-75.


  bBefore the Muses: An Anthology of Akkadian Literature, 3rd ed. (Bethesda, MD: CDL, 2005), 1:78-80.


  cCOS, 1:152, l. 486.


  dIbid., 1:153, ll. 486-92.


  eIbid., 1:154, ll. 492-95.


  fThe Egyptian literature is not of a similar sort. The “Dialogue Between a Man and His Ba” is more reminiscent of Ecclesiastes, while the Admonitions pieces are about chaos at the society level more than about a single pious person’s experiences with suffering. All these pieces would have individual points of comparison but overall do not address the same sort of scenario faced by Job and the Mesopotamian sufferers.


  When we turn our attention to the way Job thinks about his suffering, we again find Israelite premises. Sufferers in the ancient Near East stood ready to acknowledge offense as soon as they were shown what it was. They were inclined to believe that they had committed an offense. In contrast, Job never considers the possibility that he deserves his suffering. His certainty of his righteousness and his concurrent search for vindication would be commonplace for an Israelite but uncharacteristic for other peoples of the ancient world. Indeed, the whole book revolves around Job thinking like an Israelite.


  Job’s refusal to acknowledge any offense that might have caused his downfall is yet another pivotal element explored in the book. In most of the ancient world, people believed that they had been created to provide for the gods, who needed food (sacrifices), drink (libations), housing (temples), clothing and all the luxuries connected to their opulent lifestyle. Besides offering a reason for human existence, this understanding also defined human religious responsibility to the gods. And, since the gods needed them, the gods in turn were obliged to provide food and protection for their worshipers. The gods and the people were therefore in a codependent relationship that we can call the great symbiosis.


  Job, in contrast, shows no great-symbiosis thinking. More than that, the whole premise of the book turns on a denial of the great symbiosis. The foundational question of the book raised in Job 1:9 concerns whether Job serves God for nothing. No one in the ancient Near East served God for nothing. The great symbiosis assumed that people served the gods so that the gods could serve them, and vice versa. In fact, if Job were to betray any evidence of great-symbiosis thinking, the challenge to God’s policies would be shown to be accurate. Furthermore, the speeches of the friends show a similarity to the thinking that is found in the ancient Near East, and Job succeeds by resisting their misguided solutions.


  The Book of Job Reflects an Israelite Perspective


  The first difference with the ancient Near East that we can observe is in the nature of the individual’s suffering. In the examples from the ancient Near East, the suffering is primarily ill health that brings the person to the brink of death. The greater emphasis in Job is the loss of material goods and status in the community. This focus is only a matter of degree, however, since Job’s situation would not have been foreign to the rest of the ancient world.


  An even more important difference can be found when we consider the nature of the offense. The question of the book concerns Job’s righteousness and never raises the possibility that he has been derelict in his ritual duties or that he committed some sort of ceremonial offense. Again, this stands in sharp contrast to the rest of the ancient Near East and shows that the book reflects an Israelite way of looking at the world and at the relationship between God and humans.


  In a world where ritual offense is the most common sort of affront to the gods, the usual response is appeasement. The basic assumption is that the god has become angry for having been neglected or through some desecration of sacred space, and appeasement must therefore be made (a ritual response) so that his anger may be assuaged. The gods of the ancient Near East were considered somewhat unpredictable and inexplicably moody. In contrast, Yahweh is not portrayed as angry, nor does anyone (neither Job nor his friends) consider appeasing him with offerings. Unlike his Mesopotamian counterparts, Job never considers the option that he deserves what he is experiencing.


  Another way in which the book maintains an Israelite way of thinking in contrast to a generally ancient Near Eastern perspective is that neither God’s justice nor the sufferer’s righteousness is featured in the ancient Near East, whereas both are the central elements in the book of Job. Lacking clear revelation from their gods, the people of the ancient Near East could not know the gods’ standards of righteousness. Such standards could not be identified by contemplating the nature of the gods, for the gods did not exhibit consistent or commendable behavior. In the ancient Near East, piety (by which we refer to conscientiousness in ritual activity) was far more in focus than any presumed standard of righteousness. Orthopraxy (proper performance) was far more important than orthodoxy (right belief). Whether by prayers, laments or rituals, deity is eventually appeased in the Mesopotamian pieces. The epilogue of Job is thus interesting in this regard, as Yahweh is angry with the friends (not with Job), and the friends are directed to offer a sacrifice and Job will pray for them in order to appease that anger (Job 42:7-9). Those who have represented the ancient Near Eastern way of thinking are given the answers of the ancient Near East and are treated according to the ancient Near Eastern pattern. There is a difference even in this regard, however, since Yahweh is angry not because they have neglected some ritual but because they have not spoken appropriately (Job 42:8).
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