Lesson #4. – The Smart Aleck: Elihu barges in
Just when it seemed like things were starting to wrap up, the discussions in JOB take a new turn with a
new character. In Lessons 2 & 3 we an attempted to sort through the somewhat confusing jumble of
arguments and counter-arguments between Job and his friends, the so-called Un-Comfortables. At the
end of Lesson 3 it sounded like the discussion was done. Job had made his final summation and the
write of Job says, “the words of Job are ended.” (Job 31:40)
Chapter 32 of Job begins: “So the three men ceased to answer Job, because he was righteous in his own
eyes.” (Job 32: 1) BUT, then something unexpected happens: “Then Elihu son of Barachel the Buzite, of
the family of Ram, became angry. He was angry at Job because he justified himself rather than God; he
was angry also at Job's three friends because they had found no answer, though they had declared Job to
be in the wrong. Now Elihu had waited to speak to Job, because they were older than he. But when
Elihu saw that there was no answer in the mouths of these three men, he became angry.” (Job 32:2-5)
Throughout the opening narrative and the preceding discourses there is not mention of anyone else
being present, other than Job, the three friends, and possibly Job’s wife. Now, suddenly, this Elihu
character bursts onto the scene… boldly and angrily… and spends the remainder of chapter 32 justifying
his presumption. He begins:
Elihu son of Barachel the Buzite answered: "I am young in years, and you are aged; therefore I
was timid and afraid to declare my opinion to you. I said, "Let days speak, and many years teach
wisdom.' But truly it is the spirit in a mortal, the breath of the Almighty, that makes for
understanding. It is not the old that are wise, nor the aged that understand what is
right. Therefore I say, "Listen to me; let me also declare my opinion.' (Job 32: 6-10)
In other words, “Y’all may be old and supposedly wise, and I’m just a young’n, but (since you’ve all
botched this) I’ve got the SPIRIT, and I’m going to say my piece!”
Thus speaketh Elihu…. But, who is this young upstart?
The name “Elihu” means either “My God is He” or “God is YHWH” (different spellings occur, which
change the meaning). There are four other men named Elihu mentioned in the Bible, including a
brother of King David. (https://www.abarim-publications.com/Meaning/Elihu.html#.Xr1p0SN_OUl)
Interestingly, there is also an “Ilihu” in the old Canaanite story of the Job-like Kirta, noted in Lesson 1.
(Coogan, p. 59)
What seems more important is that Elihu is a character many may recognize from life-experience…
especially those who’ve done work with zealous young “believers” or young philosophy students. He’s
the “kid” who has got it all figured out, and is ready to set everyone else straight. (KLC confession – I can
see some of my young self in Elihu, and it makes me a bit queasy. Thankfully, if painfully, God and life
have… I hope… knocked some better sense into me.)
The role of Elihu is basically that of an interloper… the uninvited participant. This is true both in the
narrative of JOB, and… as most scholar believe… in the actual text of the book. The Elihu speeches are
believed to be a later add-on or insertion into the JOB text. (But, as the old FACEBOOK status option
says, “it’s complicated!”)

SO, given all that, what does this Elihu fellow actually have to say?
Elihu is quite the orator, with lots of preliminary deference and flourish. But, when he finally gets
around to substance, in chapter 33, Elihu’s opening argument goes as follows:
Job 33:9 You [Job] say, "I am clean, without transgression; I am pure, and there is no iniquity in
me. 10 Look, God finds occasions against me, he counts me as his enemy; 11 he puts my feet in
the stocks, and watches all my paths.'
12 "But in this you are not right. I will answer you: God is greater than any mortal. 13 Why do
you contend against him, saying, "He will answer none of my words'?
[THE NEW ENGLISH BIBLE puts verse 12 far more bluntly: “Well this is my answer: You are
wrong.”]
Elihu continues, saying that God speaks to people in two ways. First:
14 For God speaks in one way, and in two, though people do not perceive it. 15 In a dream, in a
vision of the night, when deep sleep falls on mortals, while they slumber on their beds, 16 then
he opens their ears, and terrifies them with warnings, 17 that he may turn them aside from their
deeds, and keep them from pride, 18 to spare their souls from the Pit, their lives from traversing
the River.
[Remember here, from Lesson 2, the strange “dream” account of Eliphaz in Job 4:12-5:1,
concerning the warning of the Whisperer in the night.]
The second way Elihu sees God speaking is through suffering:
19 They are also chastened with pain upon their beds, and with continual strife in their bones,
20 so that their lives loathe bread, and their appetites dainty food. 21 Their flesh is so wasted
away that it cannot be seen; and their bones, once invisible, now stick out. 22 Their souls draw
near the Pit, and their lives to those who bring death.
In the context of the whole book, the implication is that God has already “answered” Job in both ways,
both via Eliphaz’s dream and his own suffering. In either case, the one hope that Elihu offers such
people as Job is the intervention of a mediating spirit:
23 Then, if there should be for one of them an angel, a mediator, one of a thousand, one who
declares a person upright, 24 and he [the angel] is gracious to that person, and says, "Deliver
him from going down into the Pit; I have found a ransom; …26 then he [the person] prays to
God, and is accepted by him, he comes into his presence with joy, and God repays him for his
righteousness.”
The truly odd thing here is that in chapters 1-2 of Job, the narrative exactly reverses these roles in God
and the Adversary. There, God declares Job upright, and the Adversary is the prosecutor, not the
advocate. But, at the end, in chapter 42 the outcome for Job is almost exactly as verse 26 says.
Elihu, however, isn’t done. He’s just getting warmed up. In chapter 34 he turns to Job’s assertion of
innocence, and the charge that God has “done him wrong”:

34:5 For Job has said, "I am innocent, and God has taken away my right; 6 in spite of being right I
am counted a liar; my wound is incurable, though I am without transgression.”
Elihu replies to this in much the same vein as had the Un-Comfortables:
7 Who is there like Job, who drinks up scoffing like water, 8 who goes in company with evildoers
and walks with the wicked? 9 For he has said, "It profits one nothing to take delight in God.'
10 "Therefore, hear me, you who have sense, far be it from God that he should do wickedness,
and from the Almighty that he should do wrong. 11 For according to their deeds he will repay
them, and according to their ways he will make it befall them.
Like the earlier three, Elihu proceeds through chapter 34 to give reasonable, theological, rhetorical
arguments for the proposition that God does no wickedness. He asserts that everyone, good and bad,
will receive their just desserts from God. He further raises the question as to whether, rather than
blindly and ignorantly accusing God (vs. 34:35), perhaps Job should look a little more deeply into his own
deficiencies? Elihu… concerned for Job’s own good, of course… then delivers a telling blow:
34:36 Would that Job were tried to the limit, because his answers are those of the wicked.
For Elihu, in the overall context of the story, Job’s loss of his wealth, his children, and his health,
apparently hasn’t been enough testing…. God just hasn’t been hard enough on Job, yet!
Elihu continues in chapter 35 with, perhaps, his most odd argument… that God is simply “above it all.”
He begins with a reflection already anticipated by Job in chapter 9, and builds on it:
35:5 Look at the heavens and see; observe the clouds, which are higher than you. 6 If you have
sinned, what do you accomplish against him? And if your transgressions are multiplied, what do
you do to him? 7 If you are righteous, what do you give to him; or what does he receive from
your hand? 8 Your wickedness affects others like you, and your righteousness, other human
beings.
[THE NEW ENGLISH BIBLE has verse 8, perhaps more clearly, as: “Your wickedness touches only
humans, such as you are; the right that you do affects none but mortals.”]
Elihu is basically saying that sin and righteousness have no effect on God, either negative or positive.
Wickedness and righteousness are purely human concerns. God, Elihu says, turns a deaf ear to the
complaints of unworthy humanity. (Job 35: 12-13) And, God listens even less to Job. (vs. 14)
In the first half of chapter 36 Elihu seems to step back a bit from the claim about God’s detachment and
indifference to human morality (or lack thereof). Instead he returns to the same old arguments of the
three Un-Comfortables that:
“God is ALMIGHTY, and only does what is right and good….”
And:
“The innocent will be ultimately blessed, wicked fools will suffer and perish…. So, if you are
suffering, it is somehow your own fault.”

BUT THEN, at 36:22, a major and unmistakable shift occurs, that carries on through chapter 37. With
almost breakneck suddenness, Elihu departs (but for a few last jabs) from his angry adversarial rant into
an amazing rhapsody on God’s transcendence and power… exemplified by God’s giving of the rain and
snow, and the dramatic impact of the lightning and thunder… all of this building up, as it were, toward
God’s appearance and intervention in chapter 38:
22 “See, God is exalted in power; who is a teacher like God? 23 Who has prescribed God’s way,
or who can say, "You have done wrong'? 24 Remember to extol God’s work, of which mortals
have sung. 25 All people have looked on it; everyone watches it from far away.
26 Surely God is great, and we do not know God; the number of God’s years is
unsearchable. 27 For God draws up the drops of water; God distills the mist in rain, 28 which the
skies pour down and drop upon mortals abundantly. 29 Can anyone understand the spreading
of the clouds, the thunderings of God’s pavilion?
30 See, God scatters lightning around Godself and covers the roots of the sea. 31 By these God
governs peoples; God gives food in abundance. 32 God covers his hands with the lightning, and
commands it to strike the mark. 33 Its crashing tells about God; who is jealous anger against
iniquity.
[Note that in Job 1:16, it was probably lightning that wiped out Job’s flocks of sheep, and the
servants who cared for them.]
Job 37: 1 "At this also my heart trembles, and leaps out of its place.
2 Listen, listen to the thunder of God’s voice and the rumbling that comes from God’s
mouth. 3 Under the whole heaven God lets it loose, and lightning to the corners of the
earth. 4 After it God’s voice roars; God thunders with a majestic voice and does not restrain the
lightnings when that voice is heard.
5 God thunders wondrously with that voice; God does great things that we cannot
comprehend. 6 For to the snow God says, "Fall on the earth'; and the shower of rain, God’s
heavy shower of rain, 7 serves as a sign on everyone's hand, so that all whom God has made
may know it. 8 Then the animals go into their lairs and remain in their dens. 9 From its chamber
comes the whirlwind, and cold from the scattering winds.
10 By the breath of God ice is given, and the broad waters are frozen fast. 11 God loads the thick
cloud with moisture; the clouds scatter God’s lightning. 12 They turn round and round by God’s
guidance, to accomplish all that God commands them on the face of the habitable
world. 13 Whether for correction, or for the land, or for love, God causes it to happen.
Anyone – mountain-dweller, desert-dweller, or dweller-on-the-plains – who has ever encountered an
onrushing thunderstorm or snowstorm, can relate to Elihu’s description here. And many, as well, can
relate to the evocation of God within the description. Elihu sees it all as being according to God’s
intention and direction… but even that is multi-facted. (Note verse 13)
Then Elihu turns his attention, one last time, to Job:

14 "Hear this, O Job; stop and consider the wondrous works of God. 15 Do you know how God
lays God’s command upon them, and causes the lightning of the cloud to shine? 16 Do you know
the balancings of the clouds, the wondrous works of the one whose knowledge is
perfect, 17 you whose garments are hot when the earth is still because of the south
wind? 18 Can you, like God, spread out the skies, hard as a molten mirror?
Elihu’s God is clearly regarded as mighty, and mysterious. Nevertheless, his final words reiterate the
assumption that this God is also just and righteous… and that Job is overproud:
23 The Almighty [Heb: “Shaddai”] —we cannot find; God is great in power and justice, and
abundant righteousness God will not violate. 24 Therefore mortals fear God; who does not
regard any who are wise in their own conceit."
And, then… out of the whirlwind (37:9)… God finally speaks up, which is the focus for Lesson 5.
In all candor, most of what Elihu says from the beginning of chapter 32 to 36:21 can be read as
unnecessary ranting that adds nothing to the discourses of chapters 3-31… except perhaps for some
starker bluntness and meanness. It seems notable that, unlike in the discourses with the three, Job
never makes… or isn’t given the chance to make… any response.
A literary critic might wish that Elihu’s “walk-on” role had commenced at 36:22, which would have made
him a much more sympathetic character… the one whose words, in fact, seem to finally draw God into
the conversation. The Elihu of chapters 32-36:21 seems to be, like the three before him, the Adversary’s
spokesperson. But at 36:22… despite a few asides… he seems to suddenly become the Almighty’s
spokesperson… especially given what follows in chapter 38.
The other notable thing is that… again like the Un-Comfortables in their reflections… up until 36:21 Elihu
seems to be rationalizing and dogmatizing. At 36:22 there is the impression of a shift to the voice of
observation and experience… which we never got from the Un-Comfortables. That seems to be where
Job, Elihu, and God, finally come together.
Some Questions for Reflection:
1. What are some things about God and the world that you were very sure of in your youth, that you may
see and understand differently now?
2. What sorts of questions or beliefs do you find threatening, things that might make you feel a burning
need to “defend” God?
3. What do you think of the idea of God imposing suffering on people, whether they “deserve” it or not?
4. How would you describe the balance between what you “believe because I was taught” versus things
you believe out of your own observation and life-experience?
5. Are there things (like a thunderstorm) that particularly evoke wonder and awe in you? What? What
do those thing tell you about God (if they do)?

