Introduction

Author and Date
The Book of Job is both anonymous and difficult to date. Because the text does not
reveal the identity of its author and lacks clear references to dateable historical events,

questions about "who" wrote the book and "when" remain unanswered to this day. Not
even rabbinic tradition, which held many definite opinions about such matters, offers a
uniform judgment on the origins of the Book of Job.

Most surmise that the original writer was a type of "wisdom sage". Clearly, his
knowledge of the natural world was broad and sophisticated for his time; he likewise
commanded a rich vocabulary and had a flair for poetic expression. Given his sensitive
depiction of Job, it is possible the author had experienced intense or prolonged
suffering in his own life.

A majority of scholars preferring a date between the seventh and the fourth century
B.C. as the time when the biblical account of Job appeared in written form.
Nevertheless, if the story first circulated in the form of oral tradition, it may be
considerably older than the time of its composition would indicate.

Title

The book takes its name from its main figure, the man Job. Its Hebrew form, 'iyyob, is of
uncertain meaning, Semitic evidence suggests an original meaning of "Where is the
(divine) father?"

Literary Background

The Book of Job is one of the great literary masterpieces of all time. Scholars usually
classity it as part of the wisdom literature of the Old Testament, alongside related books
such as Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. This is certainly an accurate assessment, although Job
contains not only proverbial sayings about life and religion but other literary forms as
well, such as laments and legal disputations.

Comparative research has also drawn attention to parallels between the Book of Job and
similar writings from the ancient Near East. Two works in particular, a Sumerian text
called Man and His God and a Babylonian composition called I Will Praise the Lord of
Wisdom, resemble Job in format as well as theme. Both involve a man who is seized by
afflictions, mocked by family and friends, forced to plead to his god(s) for deliverance,
and eventually restored. Though basic similarities are undeniable, there is no sure
evidence that the author of the biblical account was directly dependent upon these
works.



Nowadays many hold that the story line, speeches, and characters of the book are
fictional -- the free creations of an author whose purpose was to wrestle with the
existential questions that arise from human misery. Others allow that the book may
preserve elements of genuine historical tradition, even if much of the book is a highly
imaginative expansion of that tradition by an author whose aim was to investigate the
problem of suffering. Either way, scholarship agrees that Job is first and foremost a
didactic work that examines abstract ideas in a concrete setting.

Themes

The Book of Job wrestles with some of life's biggest questions. Most concern what it
means to serve God, to suffer in God's presence, and to surrender Ourselves to God,
even when we do not have all the answers. In the story of Job, the quest to understand
these issues takes place, not in the academic setting of a classroom or lecture hall, but in
the traumatic experience of a man crushed under the weight of extreme hardship. It is
here, in the agony of Job's ordeal, that the relationship between divine Providence and
the human situation is explored.

Serving God

Why, the question arises, would God allow a godly man to be treated so harshly, to be
robbed of his health and his wealth for no apparent reason? Can he live as a righteous
man without thought of temporal reward? Or will suffering and deprivation harden his
heart and turn him against God?

Suffering in the Presence of God

This is because Job's friends represent a traditional brand of wisdom that thinks
innocent suffering is impossible. Adhering to a rigid retribution theory, they insist that
prosperity and adversity are the direct result of good and evil actions. In their minds,
the man who flourishes in life must be saintly, while the man beset by affliction must be
sinful. Thus, they conclude that the cause of Job's suffering is unconfessed sin. If Job
would only come clean and repent, so they argue, the Lord would quickly restore his
peace and prosperity.

Job himself knows that he is innocent of any wrongdoing that would equal the
magnitude of his misery. Job has always been careful to deal with the problem of sin in
his family (1:5), and even now he suffers with a clear conscience (27:6). He is willing to
acknowledge any hidden faults, if only the Lord would reveal them to him (13:23).
Nevertheless, to his great frustration, the heavens remain silent to his pleas, and his
friends can do little more than repeat their calls for repentance, despite his efforts to
expose the flaws in their conventional thinking. Finally, reaching the end of his rope,
Job invokes the Lord by swearing an oath of innocence (27:1—6) and uttering a litany of
conditional self-curses for sins he has never committed (31:5—40).
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Surrendering to God

In the end, confronted with God's majesty and mastery over all things, Job is quick to
humble himself and back down (40:3—5; 42:1-6). He has learned that divine Providence
is alive and well in the world, even in the lives of individuals. More than that, he has
come to see that true wisdom is found in humility before God; after all, some things are
simply beyond human comprehension. This insight is directly relevant to his situation:
although Job is never informed of the reason why he was made to suffer, he has come to
trust that God is just and knows what is best for him.

Christian Perspective

There are few direct references to the Book of Job in the writings if the NT. James holds
up the figure of Job as an example of perseverance in times of trial (Jas 5:11). Paul, on
the other hand, cites from the book to want of God’s ability to confound those who base
their thinking on the wisdom of the world rather than on the word of God.

Deeper connections between the gospel and the Book of Job lie at the theological level.
In particular, the question of suffering in the light of God's Providence receives its
ultimate explanation in Christ, the Innocent Sufferer par excellence. Through the
Passion of Jesus, we learn that God is not indifferent to the sighs and groans of the
human race; for in Christ he has lowered himself into our world and tasted the
bitterness of human rejection and pain. In doing so, he has revealed that suffering is a
means of redemption and not just of merit or the improvement of one's moral character.
Early Christians thus read the Book of Job as a foreshadowing of Christ crucified and of
the Church persecuted in imitation of Christ. For instance, St. Gregory the Great, in his
magisterial work Moralia in Job, sees Job as a type of Christ, rejected and reviled by his
own, and a type of the Church, the Body of Christ, which is scourged by the afflictions
of the world, the flesh, and the devil.

The Book of Job Outline

L. Prologue (1:1-2:13)

II. First Cycle of Speeches (3:1-14:22)

III. Second Cycle of Speeches (15:1-21:34)
IV. Third Cycle of Speeches (22:1-27:21)
V. The Poem of Wisdom (28:1-28)

VI. Job’s Final Summary (29:1-31:37)

VII. Elihu’s Speeches (32:1-37:24)

VIIIL. The Lord and Job Meet (28:1-42:6)
IX. Epilogue (42:7-17)



I. Prologue

This book is one of the most interesting among the texts that make up the Wisdom
literature of the Old Testament. It deals with a profound subject: the problem of the
suffering of good people; and is written almost entirely in poetry.

The problem is clear enough. Material rewards and punishments are promised
respectively for the observance or transgression of God's law. We see the application of
this, in Judges and Kings, to the people of Israel. This is collective responsibility; and
sometimes, of course, the good have to suffer because of the bad. But when it is a case of
individual responsibility, as in Job, why should the good man suffer? Various solutions
are proposed but none that satisfies entirely. As yet there is no clear belief in the afterlife
with its rewards and punishments; still less is there anything approaching the
revelation of the New Testament as exemplified in Christ’s life. Job knows he is innocent
though suffering. Is God therefore unjust? He rejects the suggestion and submits
himself to God's power and mercy without receiving a final answer. In the end he is
reinstated in his former state of affluence.

The speeches of Elihu (chapters 32 —37) are a later insertion. These chapters can be
removed without causing any break in the narrative. Elihu is not mentioned elsewhere
in the book, nor does Job appear to take any notice of what he has said. The insertion

seems to have been made in order to stress the value of suffering in bringing a man back
to God.

1:1—2:13

The prologue consists of five scenes that alternate between heaven (1:6-12; 2:1-6) and
earth (1:1-5, 13—22; 2:7-13). By this technique, the author communicates to the reader
vital information of which Job is unaware, namely, that his suffering will be a test of
loyalty and faith that was prearranged in heaven.

1:1-2:13

Land of Uz: Somewhere in northern Arabia, either northeast of Canaan near Aram or
southeast of Canaan near Edom. The setting of the story is thus outside the land of
Israel, indicating that Job is not an Israelite. blameless feared God: The moral innocence
and spiritual integrity of Job are established at the outset (1:22). This explains why, in
later dialogues, Job defends himself so adamantly against charges of wrongdoing. The
point is not that Job is sinless in an absolute sense (7:21), only that he has done nothing
serious enough to merit the intensity of suffering that is about to seize him.

1:2-3 Job is introduced as a prosperous chieftain and herdsman, possibly involved in
caravan trading. His ten children and thousands of animals are signs of God's blessing
on his life (1:10; Deut 28: 11; Ps 127:3). Seven sons are born to us when the seven gifts of
the Holy Spirit well up within us. These have three sisters—faith, hope, and love—that
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must be involved in all that we do if perfection, signified by the number ten, is to be
attained.

1:4 his day: Probably his birthday (3:1).

1:6 sons of God: Another name for "angels" in the OT, indicating both their exalted
status and their subordination to God (38:7; Ps 29:1; 89:6; CCC 441).

1:8 Have you considered. . .?: God initiates the contest with Satan ("the Satan" or "the
Adversary") that leads Job into the ordeal of personal tragedy. My servant: By this title,
Job is ranked with other saintly heroes of the OT, such as Moses (Num 12:7) and David
(2 Sam 7:5).

1:9

tear God for nothing? : Satan questions the motive behind Job's piety. At issue is
whether man can love and serve the Lord for his own sake or merely for the gifts that
he bestows. Job is tested to see if his devotion to God is pure and unconditional or
whether it is driven by self-interest. According to a traditional Christian interpretation,
the test is also designed to promote Job's spiritual maturity and increase his merits. In
the experience of suffering, Job learns important things about himself and about God.
Thus, it is not a case of God toying with man simply to "prove a point" or "win a bet"
made in heaven. Rather, it is an arrangement designed to benefit Job. ® The devil
charged that Job did not serve the Lord gratuitously, but only for the prosperity that
came as a reward for his devotion. Thus, to prove the virtue of the man, God stripped
Job of his belongings so that his gratitude might shine out through every circumstance.

II. First Cycle of Speeches

3:1-26

Job's opening monologue is a cry of distress. Suddenly life has become unbearable and
death desirable. Although he stops short of cursing God, Job utters a sevenfold curse on
the day of his birth (3:3-9) and wishes out loud that he had never survived infancy (3:11,
16). Given the duress of his circumstances, it seems that Job is giving vent to his grief,
just as the prophet Jeremiah, in his anguish, likewise cursed the day of his birth (Jer
20:14-18). Without minimizing the severity of Job's words, they cannot be said to
express real hostility toward God or his creation. Several figures of the OT stated that
suffering made death seem preferable to life (1 Kings 19:4; Tob 3:6; Jonah 4:8).

4:1-5:27



Eliphaz delivers his first speech. He argues that Job has no grounds to claim himself
innocent because no man is perfectly righteous before God (4:17). He adheres to the
traditional doctrine of retribution, which holds that a man reaps from God whatever he
sows by his actions—sin brings him suffering; righteousness brings him rewards (4:7-8).
By reminding Job that God humiliates the proud and exalts the lowly, Eliphaz implies
that Job needs to humble himself and repent, after which he can expect to be restored
(5:8-16). ® Job has lost all his belongings, including his children, and his flesh has
suffered injury. His third trial will come with words, and one should not think this
trivial, for there is nothing so biting as harsh speech. Job is in distress, yet he bears the
burden of words in addition to wounds.

5:17 reproves:

Suffering is sometimes a corrective action of God in response to sin. Divine discipline
aims to promote moral and spiritual maturity, Just as parental discipline aims at
forming children in proper behavior (Deut 8:5; Prov 3:1 1-12). When we accept the
Lord's reproof, he is always ready to heal and restore (5:18). In saying this, Eliphaz
enunciates a true principle, yet he wrongly applies it to Job, who is engulfed in suffering
despite his consistent efforts to turn away from sin (1:1, 8, 22; 2:10). the Almighty: The
Hebrew term is shadday, which is used over 30 times in the book and is the name of
God known in patriarchal times (Gen 17: 1; 28:3; Ex 6:3).

6:1—-7:21

Job replies to Eliphaz. Confusion and despair take hold as he feels abandoned by his
friends (6:14-21) and assaulted by the judgments of God (6:4). From the depths of his
soul, he pleads to know what sin he has committed (6:24) and why the Almighty seems
to withhold forgiveness (7:21). Death appears to be his only hope for relief (6:8-9).

8:1-22

Bildad delivers his first speech. He is less compassionate than Eliphaz, but his counsel is
basically the same: God always rewards the innocent but punishes the sinner with
suffering (8:4, 13). Rigidly applying this principle, Bildad assumes that Job cannot be
either "upright" (8:6) or "blameless" (8:20), yet this is precisely how Job is described in
the prologue (1:1, 8; 2:3). For the flaw in Bildad's thinking, see note on 8:3.

8:3 pervert justice?:

The very possibility of innocent suffering finds no place in Bildad’s theology. He is right
to assert that God will recompense each person for his deeds (Ps 62: 12), but he is wrong
to contend that all suffering is necessarily a punishment for sin. Scripture teaches that
God sometimes sends trials to strengthen our faith, to show us our needs, to test our
patience, to increase our virtue, etc. (Rom 5:3-5; Jas 1:2-4; 1 Pet 1:6-7). In other cases, the
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reason behind innocent suffering remains a mystery that lies beyond our
understanding.

9:1—-10:22

Job replies to Bildad. He desires a "day in court" to settle the matter of his innocence
(9:15), and yet he dreads the prospect of lodging a formal complaint with the Almighty
(9:32-35). So he is left to complain to his friends (10:1) and to wrestle with the mystery of
why he is made to suffer (10:2). He ends with a plea for a short respite before death
(10:20). The language of juridical dispute permeates the discourse.

10:8-11 Images of God as the Creator of human life. ® Several expressions recall other OT
passages, e.g., the fashioning hands of God (10:8; Ps 119:73), the depiction of God as a
potter working with clay (10:9; 's 64:8), the return of man to dust (10:9; Gen 3:19), and the
picture of God knitting a baby in Its mother's womb (10:11; Ps 139: 13) (CCC 2270).

11:1-20

Zophar delivers his first speech. He is Job's harshest critic, and his counsel is little more
than a barrage of rebukes. He thinks that Job, by declaring his innocence, is guilty of
arrogant and foolish presumption, as if a man could outsmart his Maker by hiding his
sin. Job is thus urged to repent and find restoration (1 1:13-20). Among other problem:s,
Zophar overstates his accusations:' Job may have questioned God's ways, but he never
stooped to the level of mockery (11:3); also, Job is not aware of having committed serious
wrongdoing, but he has never claimed to be absolutely pure in God's sight (11:4).

11:7-9

Not even the immense scale of creation, measured in all directions, compares with the
limitless scope of God's wisdom (Sir 1:3). Job would be presumptuous indeed if he
claimed to know all that God knows (CCC 271), ® Paul, in making a similar point about
the limits of human wisdom, insists that only the Spirit of God can search the infinite
depths of the divine mind (1 Cor 2:10, possibly alluding to 11:7).

12:1-14:22

Job replies to Zophar. By this point, he is frustrated and angry that his friends have
proven to be such "worthless physicians" (13:4). He is schooled in traditional wisdom,
just as they are (12:3; 13:2), and yet they treat his pleas of innocence with contempt
(12:4-5). Deprived of a fair hearing before his peers, Job wishes to present his

case before God (13:3) in the desperate hope of vindication.

13:3 my case:



Job longs for a trial in order to defend his innocence. Even more, he wants to cross-
examine God to find out the reason for his misery (13:23-27). Job's confidence that a trial
would clear him of charges indicates that he still maintains a clear conscience (13:16-18).

13:7 speak falsely:

Job turns the tables on his friends and questions their integrity. For them to render
judgment without a fair examination of the facts is tantamount to "partiality” in the
courtroom (13:8). In the end, God will rebuke Job's companions for failing to speak
"what is right" (42:7). ® Job's accusers hold that rewards and punishments for good and
evil acts are given in this life. For this reason, they have to adopt certain lies in order to
defend God's justice, In as much as some innocent and just men do suffer adversity in
this life, they have to charge such men, including Job, with impiety. Now one who
defends the truth with lies uses unsuitable means, for whatever cannot be defended
except with lies cannot itself be true (St. Thomas Aquinas, Literal Exposition on Job 13).

13:16 my salvation:

The logic of the Statement is simple: If Job survives a face-to-face encounter with God,
before whom no sinner can stand, he will be vindicated as an innocent man. Paul
alludes to the Greek LXX version of this passage when he expects that his own trial
before Roman authorities will lead to acquittal (Phil 1:19).

13:26 iniquities of my youth:

These words make clear that Job does not consider himself sinless in any absolute sense,
for he admits to youthful misbehavior in his younger years. See notes on 1:1 and 6:24. e
Youth is commonly unsteady with respect to sin. Unlike the innocence of childhood and
the prudence of old age, youth is weak in strength, scornful of counsel, and vulnerable
to the seduction of pleasures. It is a heedless season of life when the passion of the flesh
is inflamed (St. Ambrose, Prayer of Job and David I, 7, 21).

14:4 clean unclean:

Some read this verse as a reference to the ritual impurity that stems from human
conception (Lev 15:18) and birth (Lev 12:1-5). Catholic tradition has often read it in
connection with Original Sin, a condition of spiritual impurity that passes to all
members of the human race by natural generation (e.g., St. Augustine, on Original Sin 2,
37) (CCC 402-06). See note on Rom 5:12.

14:7-17

Job wishes aloud that man could live again after death. If a tree that felled can later
revive and experience new life, perhaps man can undergo a similar experience i.e., he
can descend into the darkness of death only to be called back to life at a time appointed
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by God (14:13), Notice that Job is considering this as a hypothetical possibility; lacking
the fullness of divine revelation, he is neither expounding nor denying a doctrine of
faith, In the following verses, he is pessimistic about the prospect of a bodily
resurrection (14:18-22). However, according to some commentators, Job's later
statements 'n 19:25-27 are more optimistic. See note on 19;25-27. @ The tree is the life of
the righteous. For the just man, should he hold to the truth and endure a painful death,
is once again recovered in the greenness of eternal life. Already green in faith, he will
then become green in fact. So, too, the suffering of the just man often causes others, like
branches sprouting forth, to grow in love and to receive the greenness of spiritual life
(St. Gregory the Great, Moralia in Job 12, 5).

15:1-35 Eliphaz delivers his second speech. Accusations intensify as he charges Job with
turning "against God" (15:13) and making himself "abominable and corrupt” (15:16). As
far as he can tell, Job is sinking deeper into sin by acting like a know-it-all and refusing

to deal with the problem of unconfessed sin in his life.



