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OVERVIEW  
The Book of Job resembles no other text in the canon.  Theologically it challenges the doctrine 
of reward for the righteous and punishment for the wicked.  As is the case with so many other 
biblical books we know nothing about the author of Job (not his class background and not any 
of his biographical details and not the time that he wrote the book).   
 
The Book of Job belongs in the category of Wisdom Literature.  There are no Israelite characters 
in the text although all the speakers are monotheists.  There is no reference to the history of 
the Israelites or the covenant God made with his people.  There is no mention of the nation, 
Israel.  Scholars assume that the author was a writer who worked alone (a deep thinker who 
processed aloud some of the questions we still have today about the role of suffering in our 
relationship with God). 
 
The framing of the story as found in Chapters 1 and 2 and the concluding Chapter 42.  In all 
likelihood it is a folktale that had been in circulation for centuries through oral transmission.  
Without the addition of the debate the story in its original form would not have included the 
three companions.  Instead Job would have been tested through the wager between God and 
the Adversary, undergone his sufferings, and in the end would have had his fortunes restored.   
 
The Book of Job is a theological argument conducted in poetry.  We will pay close attention to 
the role that poetry plays in the argument because it will put what is said in a somewhat 
different light from the one in which it is generally viewed.  The debate between Job and his 
three adversarial friends and then God’s climatic speech to Job will demonstrate three different 
levels of poetry. 
 
The one level is shown in the language used by the three companions.  Much of their poetry 
borders on clichés.   On another level is the language of Job.  His death-wish poem initiates his 
discourse and serves as a prelude to all that follows.  The third level of poetry is heard when the 
Lord addresses Job out of the whirlwind.  The poet gives Job vividly powerful language for the 
articulation of his outrage but also his greater need for God.  God’s thundering challenge in the 
end introduces a comprehensive overview of the nature of reality that exposes the limits of 
Job’s human perspective. 
 

 



Chapter 1:1-5   Introduction to Job  
The crucial information we need to know about Job is how he is described: blameless and 
upright, one who feared God and turned away from evil.  These are all very general moral and 
religious terms common in Wisdom Literature.  The description of Job continues with an 
account of his children, his property, his household, and his status.   
 
Does Job just happen to be rich and have a large family or does he have these things because 
he is a man of exemplary piety?  The author does not say explicitly but it suggests a connection.  
The word blessing is not used but the picture the author draws of Job is easily recognized as the 
image of the righteous person blessed by God.  Also (in contrast to the frequent Old Testament 
narrative theme of conflict between brothers) the sons of Job live harmoniously and honor 
their sisters with particular attention.  Nothing seems amiss.   
 
The actions of Job are the focal point of the passage.  Job summons his children to a solemn 
banquet in order to offer sacrifice on their behalf.  The sin that Job fears, cursing God, is a 
serious one and punishable by death.  Job does not even imagine that his children have cursed 
God aloud but only in their hearts.  Job offers the sacrifice just in case.   
 
Chapter 1:6-12 First Scene in Heaven: A Question Which Sets the Drama in Motion  
The divine court consists of heavenly beings who are generally presented as an anonymous 
group.  In Hebrew they are called the sons of God.  The image is one of divine beings reporting 
to God, receiving new assignments, and reporting back from their missions.   
 
The word we translate as Satan is inaccurate and misleading from the Hebrew translation.  The 
word satan is a common noun that means accuser or adversary.  Here the noun is accompanied 
by the definite article which does not make it a personal name but simply the accuser.   
 
Elsewhere in the Old Testament the word satan is used to describe both human and heavenly 
beings who act as adversaries to become an obstacle or to frustrate one’s purposes.  In Job we 
hear an element of jealousy when God lavishes praise on Job.  Cynical mean-spiritedness 
follows.  It was in later centuries that the figure of Satan developed into the dualistic opponent 
of God and is better portrayed in the New Testament.   
 
Chapter 1:13-22 First Scene on Earth: Job’s Response to His Calamity 
In this section we see how the completeness of Job’s piety and the completeness of his blessing 
(demonstrated by the use of numbers) now describes the completeness of his destruction.  The 
interlocking of the reports from the four messengers and the way the author introduced each 
one contributes to the emotional impact.  No time has been allowed for Job to respond to each 
individual destruction.  After it all took place then we hear from Job.   
 
His first response is non-verbal.  He mourns.  When he finally speaks he does not use the 
language of a lament.  The womb of the mother becomes the metaphor for the grave and for 
the earth from which one comes and to which one returns.  In his proverbial language Job is 
orienting himself to the hard but necessary reality of relinquishing what cannot be held onto.   



In his understanding it is God who has given and God who has taken away.  In the story the 
fragility of the gift and the desolation of the loss are endurable only if it is God who gives and 
who takes.  It is not in spite of his loss but precisely because of its overwhelming dimensions 
that Job moves from the ritual of grief to words of blessing.  What Job has said contradicts the 
prediction made by the accuser that Job would curse God openly.   
 
Chapter 2:1-7a  Second Scene in Heaven: The Heavenly Question Again  
We need to note that this section mirrors closely the first scene in heaven (1:6-12).  The accuser 
has come back to report to God.  Unable to concede defeat the accuser tries again to put an 
obstacle in Job’s way.  In verse 4 – skin for skin – is some sort of proverb but there is not clear 
consensus on its meaning.  One possible interpretation is that what is most precious to human 
beings is their own physical well-being.  In the end they are prepared to sacrifice everything.   
 

      
     The accuser now predicts that if God strikes Job’s  
     body then Job will openly curse God.  As before,  
     God places Job under the power of the accuser,  
     this time preserving only his life.   
 
      
 

 
Chapter 2:7b-10 Second Scene on Earth: Job’s Response to His Deepened Calamity 
Once more we see the totality of Job’s affliction.  He is struck from the soles of his feet to the 
top of his head.  In the Near East disease in general was often seen as a sign of divine 
displeasure. Serious skin diseases were particularly bad.   
 
Job’s response to this new development is described in quite different terms from the parallel 
scene.  He does not engage in new acts of mourning.  He sat among the ashes as part of his 
mourning from his previous losses.  Now he picks up a piece of a broken pot and scratches 
himself with it.  It helps us understand what is going on inside of him.   
 
The silence is broken by Job’s wife.  She assumes either that cursing God will immediately lead 
to Job’s death (which might be just as well from her perspective) or that given his new state he 
will soon die anyway so he might as well curse God who inflicted those horrors on him and on 
her.  We hear a sarcastic tone: What is the point of our innocence after all that has happened?   
 
Job will still cling to his innocence which God will recognize at the end of the book but there is 
so much to get to before that takes place.   
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 2:11-13 Introducing Job’s Friends  
The three friends come with the intention of visiting Job in his grief.  Like Job they are identified 
by name and place.  At the sight of him they cry out in their own grief.  Their silence is 
respectful and shows a contrast to Job’s wife who sought to end his suffering by urging him to 
curse God.  Ironically it is the space created by the silent presence of his friends that finally 
provokes Job to a curse and moves the story out of the zone of a simple tale.   
 
Chapter 3:1-26 Job’s Opening Soliloquy: To Have Been or Not to Have Been 
Chapters 1 and 2 made us believe that Job will speak one final time, the conflict will be 
resolved, and the story will move on to its happy ending.  His speech in Chapter 3 belongs to a 
different literary style from that of the prose tale.  His bitter outburst provides the occasion for 
the friends (who have come to comfort him) to speak.  The dialogue that follows is formal and 
very structured.  Each friend will speak to Job in a set order and Job will reply to each one.   
Although we are getting ahead of ourselves (smile) none of the concrete details of Job’s 
situation (as developed in the prose tale) are referred to in the dialogue.   
 
In his speech Job first utters a curse against the day of his birth and the night of his conception.  
He reverses the language of creation in Genesis 1 in an attempt to throw the world and its 
Creator (as well as Job’s past and future life) as far away from him as possible.  Then from this 
solitary place he reaches out to God through a series of questions which search for the meaning 
of his existence.   
 
First question  Why not die at birth? 
Second question Why not die before birth took place? 
Third question  Why give life to someone like me? 
 
Reflection  
The withdrawal into permanent silence would have been a withdrawal into despair and apathy.  
The fact that Job can speak of his despair is vital to his recovery. 
Mute suffering is a time of numbness and disorientation and acute sense of hopelessness. 
To speak is to name what is wrong or broken and can then process the experience.   
Speaking also begins to break down the isolation.   
Anger is a common experience of suffering and grief.   
The psalms of lament are particularly noted for allowing the speaker to articulate anger.   
 
Next Session on January 25 
Chapters 4-7  

 


