LESSONS ON JOB – #1. An Ancient Story
Study by Rev. Ken Cuthbertson, for Las Placitas Presbyterian Church
The biblical book of JOB reminds me a bit of the “Lemony Snicket’s” books, A SERIES OF UNFORTUNATE
EVENTS. But, it also seems relevant to the questions of these times of pandemic, economic crisis,
climate change, social disruption, and so on. The fancy theological word associated with this work is
“theodicy” which… in the words of John Milton… basically deals with “justifying the ways of God to
humans.”
There are four different elements to the book of JOB as we now have it:
1. An ancient story, very like others from ancient Canaan, where a hero faces divinely permitted
testing;
2. A long series of dialogues between Job and his so-call “Comforters”;
3. An extra, added-in, speech by a young know-it-all named Elihu;
4. God’s response, which presents a grand cosmic vision, but essentially leaves the answers to
Job’s questions cloaked in mystery.
The impression one gets is that, as a literary piece, JOB is sort of cobbled together, and the pieces don’t
all entirely fit together… but, along the way the text speaks to many things, especially the limits of
humanity’s ability to figure out God and God’s ways.
Let’s start with the ancient story, which frames everything else:
Job 1:1-5 There was once a man in the land of Uz whose name was Job. That man was blameless and
upright, one who feared God and turned away from evil. There were born to him seven sons and three
daughters. He had seven thousand sheep, three thousand camels, five hundred yoke of oxen, five
hundred donkeys, and very many servants; so that this man was the greatest of all the people of the
east. His sons used to go and hold feasts in one another's houses in turn; and they would send and
invite their three sisters to eat and drink with them. And when the feast days had run their course, Job
would send and sanctify them, and he would rise early in the morning and offer burnt offerings
according to the number of them all; for Job said, "It may be that my children have sinned, and cursed
God in their hearts." This is what Job always did.
6 One day the heavenly beings came to present themselves before YHWH, and The Adversary
[“Satan”] also came among them.
7 YHWH said to The Adversary, "Where have you come from?" The Adversary answered YHWH, "From
going to and fro on the earth, and from walking up and down on it."
8 YHWH said to The Adversary, "Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one like him on the
earth, a blameless and upright man who fears God and turns away from evil."
9-11 The Adversary answered YHWH, "Does Job fear God for nothing? Have you not put a fence around
him and his house and all that he has, on every side? You have blessed the work of his hands, and his
possessions have increased in the land. But stretch out your hand now, and touch all that he has, and
he will curse you to your face."

12 YHWH said to The Adversary, "Very well, all that he has is in your power; only do not stretch out your
hand against him!" So The Adversary went out from the presence of YHWH.
13-15 One day when his sons and daughters were eating and drinking wine in the eldest brother's
house, a messenger came to Job and said, "The oxen were plowing and the donkeys were feeding beside
them, and the Sabeans fell on them and carried them off, and killed the servants with the edge of the
sword; I alone have escaped to tell you."
16 While he was still speaking, another came and said, "The fire of God [lightning?] fell from heaven and
burned up the sheep and the servants, and consumed them; I alone have escaped to tell you."
17 While he was still speaking, another came and said, "The Chaldeans formed three columns, made a
raid on the camels and carried them off, and killed the servants with the edge of the sword; I alone have
escaped to tell you."
18-19 While he was still speaking, another came and said, "Your sons and daughters were eating and
drinking wine in their eldest brother's house, and suddenly a great wind came across the desert, struck
the four corners of the house, and it fell on the young people, and they are dead; I alone have escaped
to tell you."
20 Then Job arose, tore his robe, shaved his head, and fell on the ground and worshiped.
21 He said, "Naked I came from my mother's womb, and naked shall I return there; YHWH gave, and
YHWH has taken away; blessed be the name of YHWH."
22 In all this Job did not sin or charge God with wrongdoing.
2:1 One day the heavenly beings came to present themselves before YHWH, and The Adversary also
came among them to present himself before YHWH.
2 YHWH said to The Adversary, "Where have you come from?" The Adversary answered YHWH, "From
going to and fro on the earth, and from walking up and down on it."
3 YHWH said to The Adversary, "Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one like him on the
earth, a blameless and upright man who fears God and turns away from evil. He still persists in his
integrity, although you incited me against him, to destroy him for no reason."
4-5 The Adversary answered YHWH, "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."
6 YHWH said to The Adversary, "Very well, he is in your power; only spare his life."
7-8 So The Adversary went out from the presence of YHWH, and inflicted loathsome sores on Job from
the sole of his foot to the crown of his head. Job took a potsherd with which to scrape himself, and sat
among the ashes.
9 Then his wife said to him, "Do you still persist in your integrity? Curse God, and die."
10 But he said to her, "You speak as any 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.

11-13 Now when Job's three friends heard of all these troubles that had come upon him, each of them
set out from his home—Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite, and Zophar the Naamathite. They met
together to go and console and comfort him. When they saw him from a distance, they did not
recognize him, and they raised their voices and wept aloud; they tore their robes and threw dust in the
air upon their heads. They sat with him on the ground seven days and seven nights, and no one spoke a
word to him, for they saw that his suffering was very great….
[Thirty-nine chapters of talking intervene. Then….]
Job 42:7-8 …After YHWH had spoken these words to Job, YHWH said to Eliphaz the Temanite: "My wrath
is kindled against you and against your two friends; for you have not spoken of me what is right, as my
servant Job has. Now therefore take seven bulls and seven rams, and go to my servant Job, and offer up
for yourselves a burnt offering; and my servant Job shall pray for you, for I will accept his prayer not to
deal with you according to your folly; for you have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has
done."
9-10 So Eliphaz the Temanite and Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the Naamathite went and did what
YHWH had told them; and YHWH accepted Job's prayer. And YHWH restored the fortunes of Job when
he had prayed for his friends; and YHWH gave Job twice as much as he had before.
11-15 Then there came to him all his brothers and sisters and all who had known him before, and they
ate bread with him in his house; they showed him sympathy and comforted him for all the evil that
YHWH had brought upon him; and each of them gave him a piece of money and a gold ring. YHWH
blessed the latter days of Job more than his beginning; and he had fourteen thousand sheep, six
thousand camels, a thousand yoke of oxen, and a thousand donkeys. He also had seven sons and three
daughters. He named the first Jemimah, the second Keziah, and the third Keren-happuch. In all the land
there were no women so beautiful as Job's daughters; and their father gave them an inheritance along
with their brothers.
16-17 After this Job lived one hundred and forty years, and saw his children, and his children's children,
four generations. And Job died, old and full of days.
NOTES: Almost any current reader will find the story itself odd. The story of an innocent man whose
integrity and faith God allows to be tested in the extreme, via death, destruction, and disease. Besides
the injustice to Job himself, there is the collateral damage of all Job’s dead offspring and servants, as well
as livestock… all lost, as the story tells it, basically because of a sort of dare between God and a semidivine being called “The Adversary.” To us the scenario seems incomprehensible at best; cruel and
arbitrary at worst. But, how would the story have read to ancient eyes?
First, a note on the alternative names for “the Lord” and “Satan” used in adapting the preceding text.
The title “The LORD” is traditionally used in place of the four-consonant “name” of God, YHWH. This
goes back to the ancient Hebrew and Jewish custom that the Name of God is never spoken. In place of
the name, readers can substitute “the Holy One” or even just “the Name” (as is often done in the modern
Jewish community, in place of a gendered and dominical title).
The other substitution is “The Adversary” for “Satan” …which is a simple translation. (Another common
translation is “The Accuser”.) The importance of recognizing that the word “Satan” is a role, not a name,
is huge. “The Satan” is like the prosecutor in God’s court, and… as Fred Rogers said in an interview not

long before his death (paraphrasing here)… “Satan is present wherever the word of accusation is
present.”
Now… for the story. As odd as the tale may sound to us, it is remarkably like other stories from ancient
Canaan and Palestine. To early hearers and readers, the parts included here would have sounded like an
old folktale, or like their own “old” sacred stories.
In ancient Canaan, the name of God was “EL”, which was also the word for “God” in the language. EL
was the rather old, benign, and slightly “diminished” head of the Canaanite “assembly” of the Gods –
which is different from our Assembly of God. This divine assembly would come before EL at his tentshrine somewhere in the East. The Canaanite gods (and, goddesses) were a squabbling and violent lot,
and they gave EL lots of problems, including occasional threats to his own health and well-being. (More
than once, EL’s daughter Anat threatened to bloody his gray head and beard!)
Among the Canaanite tales discovered on clay tablets at Ras Shamra in Syria in the late 1920s is one
about Kirta (or, Keret), an even more ancient king who faced some major Job-like problems:
Ruined was the house the of the who once had seven brothers,
Eight sons of one mother.
Kirta our patriarch was destroyed, Kirta’s dynasty was finished.
His legal wife went away, his lawful spouse:
The woman he married left him.
He had had descendants,
But one third died in childbirth, one fourth of disease,
On fifth Resheph (the god of plague) gathered to himself,
On sixth were lost at sea, on seventh fell in battle.
Kirta saw his offspring, he saw his offspring destroyed,
His royal house completely finished.
His line was utterly ruined, and he had no heir in his household
He entered his room and wept, he repeated his words and shed tears…. (D. Coogan, p. 58)
Sound a bit like Job?
Luckily, though, old EL helped Kirta find a new wife, who gave him a whole new family. Unfortunately,
however, in the process Kirta aroused the anger of EL’s wife, Asherah, against him. (He neglected to
fulfill a vow he’d made to her.) After some years she brought a life-threatening illness on Kirta… an
illness that led Kirta’s son Ilihu (i.e. Elihu) to confront his father:
“Our father, we were glad while you seemed to live forever,
We rejoiced at your immortality;
But as a dog is removed from your house, a hound from your court,
So you too, father, must die like a mortal, and your court become a place of mourning,
Controlled by women, beloved father…. (Coogan, p.59)
Again, it sounds Job-like.

With more divine assistance, Kirta recovers. The story continues to one more episode… involving yet
another son, with ambitions resembling the conflict of King David with his son Absalom… but, the point is
that to a reader in the ancient world the YHWH versus The Adversary tale may have sounded as a rather
mild variation on an old literary theme….
The question for us is what to do with the ancient Job story now?
That brings the further question of “what is different” in the Job story? What is unlike the Canaanite
parallels in this tale of YHWH? The basic quick answer is that, rather than fighting his fate, the Job of
chapters 1-2 “accepted” what had happened:
Job said, "Naked I came from my mother's womb, and naked shall I return there; YHWH gave, and
YHWH has taken away; blessed be the name of YHWH." (Job 1:21)
All of Job’s complaining and arguing came in the parts that were written later.
Questions for us:
[Warning: Proceed with Caution. Questions like these are what got Job’s “comforters” into such
trouble!]
1. The most ancient “strata” of Job portrays a God who literally does “give and take away”
(either personally, or through permission) somewhat arbitrarily. What do we think of that
understanding of God? What might that mean for us in the current COVID-19 crisis, and so on?
Is God doing this? (Some folks think so.) Or, does a different understanding of God make more
sense… both then and now?
2. How do we deal with the question of “collateral damage” in stories like this? The story
focuses on Job, but what about his mourning wife, his dead children, and his dead servants?
(The one curt interchange with his wife is the only mention of “their side” of the story.) The
question extends to some current discussions over “opening up” even at the cost of additional
lives.
3. At the end of the story, does a “new set” of children, restored wealth, and a long life really
make it all okay? How do past tragedies influence our experience of later blessings? (The
musical INTO THE WOODS comes to mind… belying the “happily ever after” tradition.)
In fact, this ancient story serves as a framework for the dialogues and for the great cosmic reflection of
God that follow chapter 2. That suggests that the ancient story didn’t satisfy even the ancients who
came along afterwards.
What will we say, then, as we join the ongoing conversation with Job and the so-called “comforters” (the
“un-comfortables”)? What, too, will we say to our contemporaries who may assume that religious folk
still think like the ancient ones who wrote the original tale?
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