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 Job is an interesting book.  It is one of the most intriguing books in the Hebrew 

Bible.  It raises a number of questions and specifically it raises the issue of why do bad 

things happen to good people.  Now, this question — why do bad things happen to 

good people — is essentially the question of theodicy, an important term for you to learn 

in this session and something that you’d be remiss if you don’t learn it is this term, 

theodicy. 

 Theodicy specifically is exploring the issue of the justice of God.  Central to that 

question of the justice of God is why do bad things happen to good people.  Why is it 

that innocent children die?  Why is it that people die from cancer?  Why did the 

Holocaust happen?  Why did — here in the fall of 1005, why did Hurricane Katrina 

happen and the Christmas before that the tsunami in southern Asia?  Why did these 

things happen?  Did the Jews in Central Europe deserve the Holocaust?  Well, no one 

believes that.  And so why did the Holocaust happen?  It was an evil thing that 

happened to good people, to innocent people.  How do you justify that? 

 There are a certain couple of beliefs that accompany the issue and the idea of 

theodicy.  Number one, the idea is that God is good and just.  And number two, that 

God is powerful.  If you take one of these two things away, then there’s really not much 

of a problem, is there?  If God is not good or is not just, if God is capricious, then 

there’s not much of a quest or an issue.  But the Judao Christian assumption and 

affirmation is that God is merciful and good and just and wise. If God is not powerful, 

well, then, all sorts of things happen outside of God’s control.  God is just one player in 

the bigger puzzle and so that kind of explains things away.  But that’s not the case with 

the Judao Christian tradition. 

 In the Judao Christian tradition, God is all powerful.  He is omnipotent and 

therefore if he’s omnipotent and good, why are there bad things?  It’s a dilemma and 

it’s a problem.  It was a dilemma for the ancient Hebrews.  The ancient Hebrews — 
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we’ve talked about God as a warrior.  God was a divine warrior and the emphasis that 

was upon Yahweh’s power.  There are texts throughout the Hebrew Bible that talk 

about Yahweh and his mercy and his love, and he is slow to anger and he’s quick to 

forgive, and he is a righteous God.  And so these assumptions were a part of the 

ancient Hebrew, ancient Israelites’ religious traditions.  Therefore, this issue of theodicy 

was a question and therefore the Book of Job is — has been given authoritative status.  

It’s been made a part of the canon because it raises this issue and raises this dialogue 

and this discussion. 

 Theodicy is perhaps surprising and strikes one when compared with some of the 

other literature in the Hebrew Bible.  When you look at the Books of and the traditions 

that are tied with Deuteronomistic history and the priestly literature, these two bodies of 

literature, think about what these bodies of literature said.  What some of the concepts 

that were within this literature, what they stated.  The nation’s fate is tied to its 

obedience.  If there is an obedient king, then there’s going to be blessings.  If there’s a 

disobedient king to lead the nation, then there’ll be curses.  This was a part and parcel 

of the concept that we’ve already studied and looked at in a fair amount of detail in the 

Deuteronomistic literature and in the priestly literature both.  Big, big chunks of the 

Hebrew Bible. 

 The question about why bad things happen to good people, though, is another 

perspective, another voice, that doesn’t fit neatly and tightly with the Deuteronomistic 

literature or the priestly literature.  The Deuteronomistic literature and the priestly 

literature is tied to a covenantal ideology or covenantal idea, a covenantal model.  

There is a covenant, a deal struck.  If I am loyal to Yahweh, if I maintain the covenant, 

if I’m obedient, then blessings will follow.  If not — if I’m disobedient, disloyal, if I break 

the covenant, then curses will follow and that’s the content of Deuteronomy 30, verses 

15 to 20.  And so the theodicy presented in the Book of Job is another way of looking at 



REL 101 Lecture 32 3 

God, another way of talking about God, different from the covenantal theology, the 

covenantal ideology in Deuteronomy, the Deuteronomistic literature and the priestly 

literature. 

 Note, however, that this idea of a righteous person suffering is not unique to Job 

and it’s not the only place in the Hebrew Bible that this kind of thought occurs.  There 

are a number of different passages [break in tape] to them when we looked in the Book 

of Isaiah, but there are a number of different passages referencing the suffering servant.  

This is a righteous person who nevertheless suffered in exile or suffered at the hands of 

others.  Why is that?  And so this shows up.  There are a number of psalms — and 

we’re not gonna go into the psalms right now — but there are a number of psalms that 

raise this very same issue.  We’re righteous and yet we’re being oppressed.  Why is 

that?  How do you figure that?  What does that mean? 

 And also I might add — and we won’t go into it here, but there is — it was not just 

the Hebrew literature, not just Judao-Christian literature and systems of thought that 

raised this question of theodicy.  Assyrians raised it the same way.  There is a very 

famous poem in Assyrian literature called The Assyrian Theodicy that raises this issue.  

The Assyrian king is asking Asher, “Why is it that I’m such a good, pious person and 

yet, you know, people hate me,” and things like that.  Maybe some opponents might 

have a different answer and a perspective on that than the Assyrian king. Nevertheless, 

it is — the Assyrian text raises the issue of theodicy. 

 Job is an interesting figure and mentioned elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible in the 

Book of Ezekiel, Chapter 14, verses 14 and 20.  Interestingly, there Job is something of 

— apparently a legendary figure representing righteousness, playing essentially the 

same sort of role that he’s playing here in the Book of Job, a book that has his name 

tied to it.  But there Job is only briefly mentioned, mentioned alongside Noah and 

Daniel.  It states that even if — specifically it states “. . . even if Noah, Daniel and Job 
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were in it, says the Lord, they would save neither son nor daughter; they would save 

only their own lives by their righteousness.”  In other words, if they’re in the city and the 

expected destruction of the city comes about, then will they save anyone other than 

themselves?  No.  But they will be saved because of their righteousness. 

 And it seems that what scholars derive from this is that Job — and we’ve already 

looked a little bit about Daniel — or we will look at a little bit of Daniel a little bit later in 

the course.  But Job and Daniel and also Noah were legendary figures that exemplified 

righteousness.  They were symbolic in the content of what they symbolized and 

conveyed and what they communicated, and that was righteousness.  And then it 

seems that maybe they always had sort of their existence in wisdom circles.  We’ll talk 

about wisdom circles in a minute.  Or maybe it was just Israelite society as a whole that 

was aware of them and wisdom circles picked them up.  Whatever the case, Job was 

used by wisdom circles and people who were ascribing to wisdom systems of belief to 

discuss this issue of theodicy.  And so Job was picked up and apparently there was 

literature associated with Job and that shows up in the Book of Job. 

 Now, I just mentioned wisdom circles, wisdom traditions, and wisdom is a system 

of thinking, a system of understanding reality that is a little bit different than, say, the 

Deuteronomistic circles or the priestly circles.  We’ve already mentioned and touched 

upon that just a little bit.  Those two circles look at things fairly covenantal.  We have a 

covenant with Yahweh and therefore things are very well tied to — neatly tied to 

disobedience and obedience curses blessings. 

 Wisdom circle, though, had its own set of characteristics.  First of all, wisdom 

circles lacked an interest in religion, the cult, covenant, and ancestors.  They are not so 

much tied to those sorts of nationalistic traditions.  Instead — this is the second point 

— they’re interested in universal experience and universal truths.  Not just those things 

that happen only to Israelites, that are peculiar to Israelite and its experience with 
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Yahweh.  But universal truths and universal experiences, what it is that makes the 

human experience unique and what it means to be a human being.  Wisdom circles 

generally focus on a natural theology — or, in other words, a search for order through 

nature.  God and order and righteousness and the laws of truth can be found not 

through special revelation, but can be found out there in nature, through exploration, 

questioning, and inquiry. 

 And there was apparently a school of thought, of wisdom, school of tradition, of 

wisdom tradition in ancient Israel.  We see a number of books that reflect this tradition.  

Job being one, the Book of Proverbs being another one, and the Book of Ecclesiastics 

being a third.  And so wisdom was a school of thought out there and another way of 

approaching things, developed its own literature and worked with some different 

characteristics than some of the other literature. 

 Well, let’s focus in now on the Book of Job.  Structurally, there are two parts — 

or three parts, but two types of literature that are in the Book of Job.  First of all, there is 

poetry in verse.  This makes up Chapter 3, verse 1, all the way through 42, verse 6.  

The poetry or the verse style of writing then comprises most of the Book of Job, the vast 

majority of the verses, and these chapters are a series of dialogues.  We’ll talk about 

them in just a minute. 

 Then there is another type of literature, another style of writing, another genre, 

actually.  It’s narrative.  It tells a story.  It has a beginning, a middle, and an end.  It 

has characters.  It has drama and it has plot development, all the things that make up a 

narrative, and this shows up in Chapters 1 and 2, and then at the very end Chapter 42, 

verses 7 to 17.  When we talk about this portion of the book, we’ll focus really on 

Chapters 1 and 2. 

 Well, let’s go back and focus in, direct our thinking a little bit more narrowly 

toward these Chapters 3 through 41, going on — trickling on a little bit into Chapter 42.  
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This is the poetic portion, the poetic style of the book, and this focuses very much on 

this question of theodicy: why is it that bad things are happening to the person of Job.  

And, in general, these verses line out and describe a series of dialogues between Job 

and his friends. 

 Job is repeatedly testifying to his own righteousness.  “I am a victim here.  I am 

righteous.  I did nothing to deserve the wrath of God, and so why are these horrible 

things happening to me?”  The friends, in response, are saying, “You must’ve done 

something wrong because bad things don’t just happen out of the blue for no reason at 

all.  You’re suffering.  You’ve got some sin out there.  Confess it, get it out in the 

open, and move on.”  And Job comes back and says, “No, no, no.  I’m a good guy.  

I’m a good guy.”  And then at the end there is the revelation of God, a theophany, and 

this is in Chapters 38 through 42 where God says, “Hey, where were you when I 

created the earth?  Where were you when I defeated Leviathan and Rehab and all of 

the monsters of chaos out there?  Where were you?”  And Job says, “You’ve got a 

point.  I pale in comparison.  Who am I but a human being?”  And he’s humbled. 

 And so the flow of it is that, yes, it affirms Job’s righteousness.  The losers in this 

dialogue are the friends who really represent this covenantal concept that shows up in 

Deuteronomy and the priestly literature.  Early on, the first day or two or the first 

session or two of this class, we talked about different voices in the Hebrew Bible, 

different perspectives, a diversity of views, and this is a really good example when it 

comes to the Book of Job.  Because it doesn’t accept this covenantal structure that’s 

found in the books that make up the Deuteronomistic literature and the priestly 

literature.  And the friends who represent this, they’re the ones who say, “Well, surely 

you’ve got to have done something wrong.”  And then, though, it is God who says, 

“There is basically — there’s knowledge that you don’t understand.”  And the answer in 

regard to this question of theodicy, human beings can’t understand it.  It’s beyond 
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them.  The ways of God are a mystery.  And the book leaves it at that. 

 Let’s take a few examples of some of Job’s speeches in this portion just to get a 

flavor for what — how the book flows and some of the language and how it works 

together.  In Chapter 7, verses 2 to 6, you see Job’s problems and his complaints.  

“Like a slave who longs for the shadow, and like laborers who look for their wages, so I 

am allotted months of emptiness, and nights of misery are apportioned to me.  When I 

lie down I say, ‘When shall I rise?’  But the night is long, and I am full of tossing until 

dawn.  My flesh is clothed with worms and dirt; my skin hardens, then breaks out again.  

My days are swifter than a weaver’s shuttle, and come to their end without hope.” 

 He is miserable.  And again, he talks about — he questions and he complains.  

Let’s look at verses 12 through 19.  “Am I the Sea, or the Dragon, that you set a guard 

over me?  When I say, ‘My bed will comfort me, my couch will ease my complaint,’ then 

you scare me with dreams and terrify me with visions, so that I would choose strangling 

and death rather than this body.  I loathe my life; I would not live forever.  Let me 

alone, for my days are a breath.  What are human beings, that you make so much of 

them” —  “Leave me alone,” is what he’s basically saying — “that you set your mind on 

them, visit them every morning, test them every moment?  Will you not look away from 

me for a while, let me alone until I swallow my spittle?” So Job is just looking for a 

break and he can’t catch it. 

 And then let’s take a look at some of his friends’ responses.  We’re gonna be 

looking at the words of Bildad.  Job’s friends -- by the way, we should list them all: 

Bildad, Zophar, Eliphaz, and Elihu.  Elihu comes in at the very end and he — seems 

like the other friends have sort of given up and said, “Well, we’re not gonna be able to 

convince Job of anything.”  Elihu comes in at the very end and says, “No, no, no.  

We’ve got to stand up for this covenantal type of thinking. 

 In Chapter 8 we read Bildad’s responses — 8, 2 through 7.  “How long will you 
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say these things, and the words of your mouth be a great wind?  Does God pervert 

justice?  Or does the Almighty pervert the right?  If your children sinned against him, 

he delivered them into the power of their transgression.  If you will seek God and make 

supplication to the Almighty, if you are pure and upright, surely then he will rouse 

himself for you and restore to you your rightful place.  Though your beginning was 

small, your latter days will be very great.”  So Bildad is holding out a lot of hope for Job. 

 And then in verses 20 through 22: “See, God will not reject a blameless person, 

nor take the hand of evildoers.  He will yet fill your mouth with laughter, and your lips 

with shouts of joy.  Those who hate you will be clothed with shame, and the tent of the 

wicked will be no more.”  And so he is holding on to the old line despite Job’s protests 

and complaints and his statements to the contrary. 

 And Job then responds — and let’s take a look at his response to Bildad in 

Chapter 9, verses 13 to 24.  “God will not turn back his anger; the helpers of Rehab 

bowed beneath him.  How then can I answer him, choosing my words with him?  

Though I am innocent, I cannot answer him; I must appeal for mercy to my accuser.  If I 

summoned him and he answered me, I do not believe that he would listen to my voice.  

For he crushes me with a tempest, and multiplies my wounds without cause; he will not 

let me get my breath, but fills me with bitterness.  If it is a contest of strength, he is the 

strong one!  If it is a matter of justice, who can summon him?  Though I am innocent, 

my own mouth would condemn me; though I am blameless, he would prove me 

perverse.  I am blameless; I do not know myself; I loathe my life.  It is all one; therefore 

I say, he destroys both the blameless and the wicked.  When disaster brings sudden 

death, he mocks at the calamity of the innocent.  The earth is given into the hand of the 

wicked; he covers the eyes of its judges--if it is not he, who then is it?” And so it gives 

you a flavor of the kind of dialogues that Job and his friends are having as compatriots.  

He’s complaining and they say it’s due to wickedness.  He says, “But I am innocent and 
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God’s just not listening to me.  What’s going on here?”  

 Well, at the end after hearing all this, God responds.  Let’s take a look and catch 

a flavor of this response in Job, Chapter 38. We’re going to look at verses 4 through 11.  

“Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?  Tell me, if you have 

understanding.  Who determined its measurements--surely you know!  Or who 

stretched the line upon it?  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?’” 

 And so the gist of God’s response is, “I command and order and control chaos.  

I created and bring life out of chaos.  I understand these things.  Who are you to 

question the order?”  And that is a flavor for the conversations that continue on through 

the Book of Job, and address and ask this question of theodicy. 

 I think it’s interesting in this regard to think about Elie Wiesel.  Elie Wiesel — I 

teach also in addition to this course and a few other courses Religious Studies 100, our 

Introduction to Religion course.  In some of the sections in some of the years I have 

shown a videotape in which — that discusses Judaism, modern day Judaism, and Elie 

Wiesel is interviewed as a part of that, as one example and voice of modern Judaism.  

Elie Wiesel was a Holocaust survivor and they ask him about the Holocaust.  He wrote 

a book actually in which he puts God on trial and tells a story about when God — in the 

concentration camps, God was put on trial and found guilty.  He tells that story.  And 

the bottom line and the line that I want to get to here is that Elie Wiesel says that for a 

Jew — a Jew can complain against God.  A Jew does not always have to be happy 

with God.  But it is a sin to ignore God.  The Hebrew Bible, and specifically the Book of 
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Job, is an ancient expression of that same idea expressed in the modern times by Elie 

Wiesel.  The ancient Book of Job is an ancient expression of “It is okay for us as 

Hebrews to complain to God and to say, hey, what’s going on here,” and other 

expressions of theodicy show up. 

 Well, let’s focus in quickly on the last section.  This is a narrative and this is 

Chapters 1 and 2, and then there’s also a narrative section in 42 — 42, verses 7 

through 17, may have been added a little bit later.  They seem maybe to diverge a little 

bit from the first few sections of the narrative.  So we’re gonna focus in on Chapters 1 

and 2.  In essence, what the narratives in Chapters 1 and 2 talk about is unmerited 

piety.  It is not necessarily that question of theodicy.  It’s a little bit different.  It is about 

and does describe what happens when bad things happen to a good person, Job, but it 

is more a focus upon Job’s unmerited piety than it is — and it explains why bad things 

happen to Job.  It’s because of the Satan, the accuser, and that there’s a dispute going 

on in heaven and that’s why it happens, and it all turns out okay in the end. 

 But let’s look at these parts.  There are two parts.  The first part deals with the 

loss of property, the second part deals with the loss of health.  These are the two major 

calamities that come and strike Job.  And the question is, will Job be — continue to be 

pious in the face of this calamity.  The first discussion, the first part, dealing with the 

loss of property.  There is a conversation in heaven between God and another 

heavenly being that they call the Satan, HaSatan in Hebrew, translated the accuser.  

This is not, by the way, a demonic figure or devil, or anything like that.  This is an early 

expression of — the accuser is just someone up in heaven, a prosecuting attorney, you 

might say, who’s a part of the justice system of the universe.  That is his role there.  It 

is only later in Jewish thought and Neo-Hellenistic thought that Satan becomes 

associated with the devil and the demon and an opponent of God. 

 At any rate, so Satan this accuser — he’s a part of the heavenly court and he 
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says — God says, “Have you seen my good servant, Job?  He’s good and he’s pious, 

and what a great guy.”  And the accuser says, “Well, now, wait a minute.  You know, 

he has everything.  He’s got his health.  He’s got riches and wealth and a great family, 

you know.  Why wouldn’t he be a good guy?  Why wouldn’t he be happy?  He’s got 

every reason in the world just to kind of go along.”  And God says, “Okay.  Well, I’ll let 

you do whatever you want to to him.  That’s fine.”  And so he loses all of his 

possessions. 

 But notice what it says — and you see this described in verses — Chapter 1, 

verses 13 to 19.  But then notice how it concludes this part.  Verse 20: “Then Job 

arose, roe his robe, shaved his head” — so he’s mourning, you know — “fell on the 

ground and worshiped.  He said, ‘Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked 

shall I return there; the Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name 

of the Lord.”  He remains pious, he remains faithful, he remains an example of 

righteousness. 

 Well, then, Chapter 2 comes about.  Again, there’s a heavenly discussion and 

the accuser says, “Well, sure, he remains pious.  It’s easy to lose your wealth and 

material goods and things that are external to you, but you take away the guy’s health 

— I tell you what, he’s gonna curse your name.”  And so Yahweh allows that to happen 

and then the accuser goes down.  And Chapter 2, 4 and 5, reads: “Then Satan 

answered the Lord, ‘Skin for skin!  All that people have they will give to save their lives.  

But stretch out your hand now and touch his bone and his flesh, and he will curse you to 

your face.’” 

 And so the Lord let that happen.  He creates boils.  He scratches himself with a 

potsherd.  Nevertheless, in all of this, it says that Job’s reaction was a pious reaction.  

And in verses 9 to 10: “Do you still persist in your integrity?  Curse God and die.”  And 

at least then he’d be relieved of his suffering.  But Job said to her, “‘You speak as any 
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foolish woman would speak.  Shall we receive the good at the hand of God, and not 

receive the bad?’  In all this Job did not sin with his lips.”  And so he remains an 

example of righteousness which is not really too far from what Ezekiel and how Ezekiel 

portrayed him. 

 Now, by itself, then, these narrative chapters — and scholars speculate that they 

traveled because they have the structure and a story that are self-contained, but they 

traveled by themselves and remained together.  By themselves they are a picture of 

pious unselfishness, piety in the face of whatever circumstances there might be.  

However, when they are connected to and placed around the dialogues, it changes the 

shape.  You start to see again how the editing process starts to affect the meaning of 

these texts.  The dialogues affect the narrative, the narrative affects the poetic 

dialogues, and so suddenly you get this interaction in which there’s a response.  Things 

happen not because God is evil, but due to heavenly machinations within the gods.  

There are things going on out there and it really resonates and strengthens what is said 

in Job 38 through 41.  Who knows why bad things happen to good people?  Well, we 

don’t.  They’re unfathomable.  Those are things that are worked out in the heavenly 

realm. 

 And then Job 42, 7 to 17, all things are restored.  Things work out for the best 

and in the end everything turns out okay.  That’s why scholars feel — and it sort of 

weakens this issue and sidesteps the issue of theodicy, and that’s why scholars think 

that these were verses that were brought in probably later. 

 What this indicates is that there were again wisdom circles within ancient Israel 

that discussed these universal issues, universal issues of human experience.  They 

talked about why bad things happened to good people.  They didn’t just accept the 

Deuteronomistic and priestly line of covenantal thinking.  Obedience brings about life 

and reward.  Disobedience brings about death and cursing.  They didn’t accept that.  
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They looked at human experience and they thought about and examined why — 

thought seriously about why bad things happen to good people, why the exile happened 

to the nation.  It’s not just because the nation had bad kings.  They were good people 

in the nation who tried to be very pious.  It wasn’t just because there were priests who 

didn’t hold up and maintain cultic purity as Ezekiel might have argued.  But there were 

good priests and people who were very pious and loyal to Yahweh.  They would side 

with the suffering servant of Isaiah and say, “We as a nation still were righteous.  Why 

did God do this to us?”  That was a part of wisdom’s contribution and statement in the 

national dialogue over the exile. 

 Well, hopefully this gives you a flavor of the Book of Job and the wisdom circles, 

and how they created a greater texture, more vibrant color to the national dialogue and 

intellectual thinking that went on in ancient Israel.  It certainly, I think, ought to give you 

a picture that ancient Israel was a complex society.  Many different voices.  Diverse 

ways of thinking and approaching the same issue.  Was much like our own, a complex 

society in which to live. 

 Well, thank you for your attention.  I look forward to seeing you next session. 

 


