
LESSONS ON JOB – #2. The “Un-Comforables” – Job’s Friends 

Having looked at “An Ancient Story” in Lesson 1, the old Canaanite-style narrative used as a setting for 

all the “speechifying” of the rest of Job, this lesson focuses on the “comfort” offered by Job’s three 

friends… which was anything but comfort!  And so, for this study they are being re-branded as “the Un-

Comfortables!”  They are introduced in chapter 2 of Job: 

 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….  

 (Job 2:11-13)  

These verses introduce the long dialogues that take up the following 29 chapters of Job. 

There are three “rounds” of dialogue, focused on why all that had happened to Job had happened… the 

loss of his wealth, most of his servants, all of his children, and his health.  No longer healthy and wealthy, 

the question remained as to whether or not he was wise?  (And, whether his claims of innocence were 

true or not?) 

Before turning to the dialogues themselves, however, there is the question of when they were written.  

Scholars have pondered this for over 2,000 years, with many opinions.  My (Ken C’s) best guess is that 

they probably date to sometime in the late 6th or 5th centuries BCE.  The reasons? 

 1. The prophet Ezekiel (6th century BCE) mentions Job, along with Noah and Dan-el (ancient 

 legendary hero), as a renowned righteous person.  (Ezekiel 14:14, 20)  So, some form of the Job 

 story was known by the Jews-in-exile of Ezekiel’s day. 

 2. The closest literary paralells to Job have been found in old Babylonian texts, which the exiled 

 Jews may have encountered.  Various books and parts of the Hebrew Bible seem to have been 

 influenced by Babylonian literature… including the Noah story, Daniel, Esther, etc. 

 3. The language is Job is an odd combination of Hebrew with Aramaic elements… described by 

 commentator Marvin Pope as resembling a sort of “rough translation” from Aramaic into 

 Hebrew.  (The two languages were very similar, but different… comparable to something like 

 Chaucer’s English to Shakespeare’s English, or Spanish to French.)  Aramaic was the primary 

 Semitic regional tongue.  (Marvin Pope, Job, Anchor Bible, 1965) 

 4. The “cosmic vision” of God presented in the dialogues and discourses of Job is more 

 characteristic of Jewish experience after the Babylonian exile, especially in things like that latter 

 part (chapter 40ff.) of Isaiah. 

 5. Some scholars see Job as a sort of “Suffering Servant” character, a theme of post-exilic 

 Judaism. 

The one further background element that needs to be held in mind is that Job is classed as “Wisdom” 

literature, and these dialogues provide a sort of philosophical discussion about God, humankind, and the 



relationship between suffering and good/evil.  In that vein, the author of the dialogues first has Job 

“state the proposition” of the debate, as it were: 

 Job 3:20-26: "Why is light given to one in misery, and life to the bitter in soul, who long for 

 death, but it [death] does not come, and dig for it more than for hidden treasures; who rejoice 

 exceedingly, and are glad when they find the grave? Why is light given to one who cannot see 

 the way, whom God has fenced in?  For my sighing comes like my bread, and my groanings are 

 poured out like water.  Truly the thing that I fear comes upon me, and what I dread befalls me.  I 

 am not at ease, nor am I quiet; I have no rest; but trouble comes." 

 

Job’s basic questions: “Why am I still alive?  And why is God doing this to me?” 

 

The “friends” take off from there…. 

 

A quick scan of their various statements shows that one thing they have in common is that they all take 

an accusatory and mean-spirited attitude to Job.  Examples: 

 

 Eliphaz 1: "If one ventures a word with you, will you be offended? But who can keep from 

 speaking? See, you have instructed many; you have strengthened the weak hands. Your words 

 have supported those who were stumbling, and you have made firm the feeble knees. But now 

 it has come to you, and you are impatient; it touches you, and you are dismayed. (Job 4:2-5) 

 Bildad 1: "How long will you say these things, and the words of your mouth be a great 

 wind? (Job 8:2) 

 Zophar 1: “Should a multitude of words go unanswered, and should one full of talk be 

 vindicated? Should your babble put others to silence, and when you mock, shall no one shame 

 you? For you say, ‘My conduct is pure, and I am clean in God's sight.'  But O that God would 

 speak….” (Job 11:2-5a) 

 Eliphaz 2: "Should the wise answer with windy knowledge, and fill themselves with the east 

 wind?  Should they argue in unprofitable talk, or in words with which they can do no good? But 

 you are doing away with the fear of God, and hindering meditation before God. For your iniquity 

 teaches your mouth, and you choose the tongue of the crafty. Your own mouth condemns you, 

 and not I; your own lips testify against you. (Job 15:2-6) 

They regard Job as a hypocritical wimp, a windbag, a mocker of truth and of God, and an irreverent 

crafty liar. 

But, there’s more….  The arguments the three make have two major underlying assumptions that they 

return to repeatedly.  The first is: 

 “God is ALMIGHTY, and only does what is right and good….” 

The second: 

 “The innocent will be ultimately blessed, wicked fools will suffer and perish….  So, if you are 

 suffering, it is somehow your own fault.” 



That is the essence of all the so-called friends’ arguments. 

Examples: 

 Eliphaz 1:  "Think now, who that was innocent ever perished? Or where were the upright cut 

 off?  As I have seen, those who plow iniquity and sow trouble reap the same.  By the breath of 

 God they perish, and by the blast of his anger they are consumed.” (Job 4:7-9) 

 Eliphaz 1: “Surely vexation kills the fool, and jealousy slays the simple.  I have seen fools taking 

 root, but suddenly I cursed their dwelling.  Their children are far from safety, they are crushed in 

 the gate, and there is no one to deliver them.”  (Job 5:2-4) – [A ‘swipe’ at Job over the death of 

 his children?] 

 Eliphaz 1 (regarding God):  

 He does great things and unsearchable, marvelous things without number.  

 He gives rain on the earth and sends waters on the fields.  

 He sets on high those who are lowly, and those who mourn are lifted to safety.  

 He frustrates the devices of the crafty, so that their hands achieve no success…. (Job 5:9-12) 

 

 Bildad 1: “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. (Job 8:3-5) 

 Zophar 1: “Know then that God exacts of you less than your guilt deserves….  If he passes 

 through, and imprisons, and assembles for judgment, who can hinder him?  For he knows 

 those who are worthless; when he sees iniquity, will he not consider it?  But a stupid person 

 will get understanding when a wild ass is born human.” (Job 11:6b, 10-12 

 Eliphaz 2: What are mortals, that they can be clean? Or those born of woman, that they can be 

 righteous?  God puts no trust even in his holy ones, and the heavens are not clean in his 

 sight; how much less one who is abominable and corrupt, one who drinks iniquity like 

 water! (Job 15:14-16) 

 Eliphaz 3:  "Can a mortal be of use to God? Can even the wisest be of service to him?  Is it any 

 pleasure to the Almighty if you are righteous, or is it gain to him if you make your ways 

 blameless?  Is it for your piety that he reproves you, and enters into judgment with you?  Is not 

 your wickedness great? There is no end to your iniquities.” (Job 22:2-5) – [Eliphaz continues with 

 a series of charges that, in context, the reader knows to be false. But, then, advises…] –  

 "Agree with God, and be at peace; in this way good will come to you.  

 Receive instruction from his mouth, and lay up his words in your heart.  

 If you return to the Almighty, you will be restored, if you remove unrighteousness from your 

 tents….”(Job 22:21-23) 

 

Do the arguments of the friends sound familiar to us? 



They actually show up in other parts of the Bible… in the Law, some Psalms, in Proverbs and other 

Wisdom texts.  BUT, in the context of Job, they are ultimately judged false.  The friends are wrong about 

both God and Job.  It says so at the very end of Job: 

 

 …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.  (Job 42:7-8) 

But, such arguments also show up… regularly… in contemporary popular religion, especially certain 

stripes of conservative and fundamentalist Christianity. 

 How do such assumptions figure into our experience? 

 Have we shared some of these assumptions? – [Ken C. note: I have.] 

 Have we suffered being judged (misjudged) by these assumptions? – [Ken C. note: I have.] 

In Lesson 3, looking at Job’s part of the discussion, what emerges is that the situation is far more 

complicated, both in regard to God and to people. 

But… before leaving this lesson, there is one further passage in these discussions that needs to be 

considered.  Found at almost the beginning of Eliphaz’s first speech is a really strange section: 

 "Now a word came stealing to me, my ear received the whisper of it. Amid thoughts from 

 visions of the night, when deep sleep falls on mortals, dread came upon me, and trembling, 

 which made all my bones shake.  

 A spirit glided past my face; the hair of my flesh bristled.  It stood still, but I could not discern its 

 appearance. A form was before my eyes; there was silence, then I heard a voice:  

 ‘Can mortals be righteous before God? Can human beings be pure before their Maker?  Even in 

 his servants he puts no trust, and his angels he charges with error; how much more those who 

 live in houses of clay, whose foundation is in the dust, who are crushed like a moth.  Between 

 morning and evening they are destroyed; they perish forever without any regarding it.  Their 

 -cord is plucked up within them, and they die devoid of wisdom.’” (Job 4:12-21) 

Who, or what, did Eliphaz encounter?  The commentaries tend to assume that Eliphaz was claiming a 

revelation from God.  The description of the encounter, however, seems reminiscent of the flavor of 

chapters 1 and 2, the “ancient story” of Job.  The passage sounds remarkably similar to passages in some 

of the old Canaanite stories. 

Might the “Night Whisperer” be The Adversary who “walks to and fro upon the earth”?  Might the 

“friends’” arguments have been planted?  Are their voices actually the voice of The Accuser”? 

Shortly before his own death, Fred Rogers spoke in an interview about visiting one of his old seminary 

professors in a Pittsburgh nursing home some years earlier.  In chapel they sang “A Mighty Fortress” with 

the line: “The Prince of Darkness grim, we tremble not for him. His rage we can endure for, lo, his doom 

is sure.  One little word shall fell him.” Afterwards, Mr. Rogers asked his old prof, “So what is that word?”  

Dr. John Orr replied, “The word of forgiveness, for Satan is always the Accuser.” 

So, too, with Job? 


