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Chapter 15  
With Chapter 15 the second cycle of speeches begins.  In each cycle, the initial speech by 
Eliphaz plays a key role in setting the theme and tone.  In the first cycle he was supposed to be 
viewed as showing sympathetic concern for his friend although we were not convinced 
compassion was one of his spiritual gifts.  Now he will press his views again with even greater 
force.  Once more we need to remember that these dialogues were meant to help us 
understand the theological issues of the time.  We should not judge their counseling 
techniques.   
 
In the chapters from last week Job claimed a wisdom which countered and overturned the 
wisdom of his friends.  Eliphaz now tells Job he does not speak as a wise person would speak.   
From what Eliphaz understands about the religion of that time, what Job is saying destroys the 
whole concept.  The way that Job is speaking destroys the trusting relationship necessary 
between God and humans.   
 
Eliphaz describes the words of Job as wind or empty and goes so far as to accuse Job of sin 
(specifically the sin of blasphemy).  What I see here is that Job is not the only one struggling to 
understand.  Eliphaz seems to be caught in a contradiction of perception that he does not know 
how to resolve.  He believes that Job is fundamentally a person of integrity who fears God.  Yet 
now Job is speaking in a rash and angry way that Eliphaz warned against in 5:2.   
 
The way he resolves this within himself reveals much about Eliphaz.  Faced with a contradiction 
between his personal knowledge of the goodness of his friend and that friend’s rejection of the 
religious ideals by which they both lived, Eliphaz chooses faithfulness to the ideals over faith-
fulness to his friend.   
 
Eliphaz also attacks the words of Job on the basis of their destructive effect and takes on the 
issue of authority.  Job claimed authority on the basis of what his eyes had seen and his ears 
had heard.  Eliphaz mocks what appears to him as Job’s arrogance and pretense to superior 
knowledge.   
 
How does one establish claim to superior knowledge?  In Eliphaz’s opinion two criteria 
authenticate wisdom: age and consensus.  Job dismissed both age and consensus in Chapter 12.   
 
Since this is the written word and not a spoken word we might want to consider that Eliphaz is 
offering a sense of tenderness in his use of the words about the consolation of God and the 
word that deals gently as found in verse 11.   
 



Eliphaz knows that every person and every society must face painful and perplexing aspects of 
life and attempt to integrate them into some structure of meaning.  What Eliphaz cannot 
fathom is the turn of mindset within Job.  Job is choosing alienation from God over the 
consolation of God. 
 
To Job’s defense his resistance to traditional wisdom is that it is grounded in his insistence that 
he is innocent.  Eliphaz argues that such a claim is nonsense since no human being is innocent 
before God.   
 

 
 
 
Once more the words of Eliphaz are offensive to our ears.  One must place his words in the 
context of ancient Near Eastern religious assumptions and practices.  In Israel (as in 
Mesopotamia) it was assumed that God related to human beings in a number of different ways.   

 
From the perspective of justice God distinguished between the righteous and the wicked.  
 
From the perspective of a loving creator, the mercy of God was like that of a parent for a 
child.   
 
However, from the perspective of issues around purity, repeated human sinfulness could 
cause God to turn away his protecting presence from an individual or even to unleash divine 
wrath.   

 
Eliphaz seems to suspect that Job was somehow the object of God’s wrath (the third 
perspective).  If Job leaves this possibility out of consideration, Eliphaz believes Job will never 
make sense of his situation.  If he only listened to Eliphaz (smile) then Job would not only 
understand his situation but would also act to change it.  Ultimately the love of God proves 
more profound than God’s wrath.  Prayers can be answered and the relationship can be 
restored.  These are the consolations of God in the traditional way of thinking about it at that 
time.   
 
 



Eliphaz wants Job to accept the fact that all human beings cannot stand before God on their 
own.  Job must understand how he (a basically righteous person) has nevertheless been subject 
to such suffering.  Eliphaz and his friends believe deeply that the moral order of the world 
nurtures good and rejects evil.  From where they stand Job is losing sight of that understanding.   
 
Reflection: The particular issue in this chapter is not whether Eliphaz or Job is right.  The 
question about knowledge does not concern simple facts.  We have to ask ourselves: What 
does it all mean?  How is one to make sense of what happened?  How does one know where to 
place one’s trust, what to value, how to choose what to do or what stance to take?   
 
The Book of Job offers us an opportunity to experience characters attempting to state their 
beliefs persuasively and to defend them authoritatively.  We may not like the tone of their 
language but the friends go about this in a similar way that we do today.  First we appeal to 
external authority.  Second we appeal to consensus within the human community.  Third we 
appeal to individual experience.   
 
At the same time every human society must have a broadly shared commitment to certain 
basic beliefs and values if it is to be a moral community.  The work of establishing moral values 
requires a great deal of listening to many voices – voices of tradition and voices of dissent.  The 
moral understandings of a community must always be under negotiation as aspects of that 
community’s beliefs are reexamined, challenged, overturned, or reaffirmed.  The act of moral 
judgment is weighty and serious.   
 

 
     Chapter 16 
     As usual Job starts out with criticism of his friend’s  
     words.  In his defense what ails him physically is  
     apparent to the eye.  What ails him emotionally is what  
     he has been trying to say.  The friends refuse to see or  
     to hear him as he really is and this is what makes them  
     miserable comforters.  Nothing (neither speech nor  
     silence) lessens the pain.   
 

 
But Job does not speak in order to ease his pain.  He speaks in order to discover the truth about 
his situation.  Job speaks of God as his adversary.  Although this language is shocking for us to 
hear, Job speaks in thoroughly traditional terms.  Elements of this language occur in the psalms 
and in Lamentations 3 that takes the form of an individual lament.   
 
Job does not hold back.  God is implicitly visualized as an animal attacking his prey.  This image 
also occurs in Lamentations 3.  God has given Job over to the power of the wicked.  The 
devouring image of God is merged with the jeering crowd.  In the words of Job the violence is 
also seen as a personal physical attack that is relentless.  Here (as in Lamentations 3) the 
warrior’s violence is turned against the one who laments.   



Job’s grief is so profound that he will never be able to give up his mourning.  The symbolic 
garments may be permanently sewn in places (as a second skin).  The furious face of God 
stands in contrast to the image of the face of Job that is reddened by weeping (and not just 
marked with darkness but with the dark shadow of death).   
 
It is in verse 17 that the comparison with Lamentations 3 is crucial for understanding Job 16.  In 
Lamentations 3 the transition between the recital of divine violence and the rest of the poem 
begins with the comment: But this I call to mind / and therefore I have hope / the mercies of 
God do not end.  In the verses that follow the speaker reflects of the goodness of God and the 
appropriateness of accepting affliction quietly because it comes reluctantly from God.  
Consequently one should confess and turn to God.  Job has imitated that pattern of lament 
starting in verse 17.   But then he breaks the form by asserting his innocence. 
 
Even before his death Job seeks legal vindication for the injustice done to him.  Corresponding 
to the help he pleads for from the earth, Job also looks for help from heaven in the form of a 
witness who will advocate for him.  The type of figure Job envisions might be one like the angel 
of the Lord in Zechariah 3 who defends the high priest against the accusations of the satan.  Job 
does not need someone to explain his thoughts to God as he does that quite well on his own.  
What he needs is a member of the heavenly council who can intervene on his behalf with God.   
 
Chapter 17 
Unlike some of the other speeches by Job this chapter does not have a clear structure.  What 
unifies it is the theme of isolation.  The hostility of those who mock him, the inability of his 
friends to understand and support him, and the complicity of God in his humiliation leave Job 
with no companion but death.   
 
The role of mockery and social ostracism is a topic that Job first broached in Chapter 16 but it 
becomes increasingly important here.  Honor and shame, inclusion and exclusion from human 
fellowship are powerful modes of social control.  Although such behaviors may serve to 
establish moral boundaries of a community, it may just as easily express jealousy, rivalry, and 
resentment.  No matter how confident one may be of one’s own uprightness, rejection by one’s 
community is devastating.  An assurance of God’s solidarity with the rejected person is crucial.   
 
In this chapter we are back to Job addressing God directly.  Job claims that he is willing to place 
his own life on the line in order to come before God and clear his name.  Unlike the psalmists 
who turn from human mockers to seek support from God, Job believes that God is actually 
behind the mockers and that the actions of God have caused the failure of his friends to 
support him.   
 
Towards the end of the chapter it seems improbable that Job is inviting his friends to change 
their minds and take a more sympathetic approach to him.  More likely he is mockingly inviting 
them to try once more to present their positions.  Job seeks to contest the friends’ insistence 
on the power of hope.  



In his sarcastic way Job suggests that Sheol is the only house he can hope to occupy.  As in 
previous speeches the reflection on death brings his words to an end.  However, it will be the 
last of the speeches to conclude in this way. 
 
Reflection: The issue of divine violence cannot be understood in isolation from other related 
language about God.  In the psalms it is evident that the words about anger, rejection, and the 
violence of God are part of a broader and more complex way of talking about God.  The angry 
emotions are only a part of the picture.  The relation between God and individuals is intimate 
and mutual and is founded on a deep and primary bond of love.  We offer love and obedience 
to God.  Utterly dependent on God we expect God to help us correct our behaviors.   
 
Instead of attempting to define a single true image that resolves all contradictions the Bible 
works instead with the complexities of human experience.  In some circumstances the presence 
of God feels violently oppressive.  At other times the presence of God feels like the love of a 
mother.  In still other contexts, God may be experienced as the foundation that restrains chaos 
but does not protect individuals from the risks that are intrinsic to creation.    
 
Coming Weeks 
Wednesday Lenten Services – February 22 through March 29 
Holy Week Services – April 2 (Palm Sunday) and April 6 (Maundy Thursday)  
April 7 (Good Friday) and April 8 (Easter Vigil) and April 9 (Easter Sunday) 
 
Wednesday Bible Study on Job 
April 12  


