
Lesson #5 – The Voice of Heaven (God responds, but doesn't exactly reply) 
 
After building up to it from chapters 3 to 37, in Job 38-41 we finally get to hear from God.  But, who is 
the God we hear from? 
 
We noted in Lesson 1 that the name YHWH (traditional “Jehovah”) mostly shows up in chapters 1-2 and 
38-41, all in narrative portions.  Besides that, it shows up one other place (12:9) and its substitute term, 
Lord/Adonai, shows up once (28:28). 
 
The generic words for God, El and Elohim, are the most common, with the caveat that EL was a proper 
name for God in old Canaanite mythology. 
 
The really distinctive name for God in the JOB discussions – used 31 times in JOB out of 48 total uses in 
the Hebrew Bible – is The Almighty (Shaddai).  Of those 31 uses, all but one occur in the discourses and 
the Elihu speeches.  The one exception is at 40:2, where God is speaking. 
 
Out of the 17 occurrences of Shaddai outside of JOB, two are especially notable.  In Genesis 17:1 (a text 
believed to be identified with the old northern kingdom of Israel) it says: 
 
 “When Abram was ninety-nine years old, YHWH appeared to Abram and said to him, “I am God 
 Almighty (El Shaddai), walk before me and be blameless….”  (“God Almighty” goes on to promise 
 Abram that he will be the ancestor of many nations, and change his name to Abraham.) 
 
The second key text concerning “God Almighty” comes in Exodus 6:2-3, in a conversation between God 
and Moses in Egypt.  The interchange clarifies some of the ongoing confusion about who this God is:  
 
 “I am YHWH.  I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as God Almighty (El Shaddai), but by my 
 name YHWH, I did not make myself known to them.” 
 
Biblical scholars, with the backing of archaeological discoveries, believe that El Shaddai was an early 
primary name for God in the northern area of what became Israel.  YHWH… again with the support of 
archaeological findings… was a southern God-name in Sinai and the land of Midian, and became the 
predominant name for God in Judah.  Over time, the two names… and God-identities… were merged 
together into one… but not always seamlessly.  JOB is in the Shaddai tradition. 
 
According to a well-sourced Wikipedia article (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/El_Shaddai), “the origin and 
meaning of Shaddai are obscure.”  Among the possibilities: 
 
 1. “God of the Wilds” from northern dialect Hebrew, and earlier roots… the God of the 
 uncultivated areas where the wild things are and people hunt.  (Note that this fits well with Job 
 38-41.) 
 
 2. “God of the Mountain” from the East Semitic Akkadian language (of Babylon, etc.).  Various 
 regional deities had holy mountains, including Baal’s Mt. Zaphon that is mentioned in Job 26:7.  
 (Zaphon is part of the Mt. Hermon range to the north of Israel.  Mt. Hermon figures in various 
 psalms, etc.) 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/El_Shaddai


 3. “God Who Overpowers / Destroys” i.e. “God Almighty” from the meaning of the Hebrew root 
 word “shadad”.  This meaning seems supported by an 8th century BCE inscription from Deir Alla 
 in Jordan which speaks of a group of “Shaddai gods” plotting the destruction of the world.  In 
 JOB, however, God Almighty is presented as the Creator and Controller of the wilds.  Any 
 destructive side of God’s power is not discussed. 
 
So, in Job 38-41, the God who speaks is identified as YHWH, but at least equally as importantly as 
Shaddai, the overpowering God of the Mountain and of the Wilds, the old God of the lands to the north 
and east of historic Israel and Judah…. 
 
[In reading Job 38-41, my (KLC’s) suggestion is that… for a number of reasons… it may make sense to 
drop 38:1-2, and to move 40:1-14 to replace 38:1-2.   It’s another place where the odd jumble of the JOB 
text seems like a collection of very badly reassembled textual fragments.] 
 
In any case, at Job 38:4 God speaks… from Elihu’s tempest… and unfolds the great cosmological and 
creational argument for which the book is best known: 
 
 4 "Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell me, if you have 

 understanding. 5 Who determined its measurements—surely you know! Or who stretched the 

 line upon it? 6 On what were its bases sunk, or who laid its cornerstone 7 when the morning 

 stars sang together and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy?  

 8 "Or who shut in the Sea [Yamm] with doors when it burst out from the womb? — 9 when I 

 made the clouds its garment, and thick darkness its swaddling band, 10 and prescribed bounds 

 for it, and set bars and doors, 11 and said, "Thus far shall you come, and no farther, and here 

 shall your proud waves be stopped'?  

 12 "Have you commanded the morning since your days began, and caused the Dawn [Shahar] to 

 know its place, 13 so that it might take hold of the skirts of the earth, and the wicked be shaken 

 out of it?  

 17 …Have the gates of Death [Mot] been revealed to you, or have you seen the gates of deep 

 darkness?  

 19 …Where is the way to the dwelling of light, and where is the place of darkness, 20 that you 

 may take it to its territory and that you may discern the paths to its home? 21 Surely you know, 

 for you were born then, and the number of your days is great!  

 22 "Have you entered the storehouses of the snow, or have you seen the storehouses of the 

 hail, 23 which I have reserved for the time of trouble, for the day of battle and war?  

 25 …Who has cut a channel for the torrents of rain, and a way for the thunderbolt, 26 to bring 

 rain on a land where no one lives, on the desert, which is empty of human life, 27 to satisfy the 

 waste and desolate land, and to make the ground put forth grass?  

 28 "Has the rain a father, or who has begotten the drops of dew? 29 From whose womb did the 

 ice come forth, and who has given birth to the hoarfrost of heaven? 30 The waters become hard 

 like stone, and the face of the deep is frozen.  



 31 "Can you bind the chains of the Pleiades, or loose the cords of Orion? 32 Can you lead forth 

 the Mazzaroth [poss. “constellations”] in their season, or can you guide the Bear with its 

 children? 33 Do you know the ordinances of the heavens? Can you establish their rule on the 

 earth?  

 34 "Can you lift up your voice to the clouds, so that a flood of waters may cover you?  

 35 Can you send forth lightnings, so that they may go and say to you, "Here we are'?  

 36 Who has put wisdom in the inward parts, or given understanding to the mind?  

 37 Who has the wisdom to number the clouds? Or who can tilt the waterskins of the 

 heavens, 38 when the dust runs into a mass and the clods cling together?  

 39 "Can you hunt the prey for the lion, or satisfy the appetite of the young lions, 40 when they 

 crouch in their dens, or lie in wait in their covert?  

 41 Who provides for the raven its prey, when its young ones cry to God, and wander about for 

 lack of food? 

 Job 39: 1 "Do you know when the mountain goats give birth? Do you observe the calving of the 

 deer? 2 Can you number the months that they fulfill, and do you know the time when they give 

 birth, 3 when they crouch to give birth to their offspring, and are delivered of their 

 young? 4 Their young ones become strong, they grow up in the open; they go forth, and do not 

 return to them.  

 5 "Who has let the wild ass go free? Who has loosed the bonds of the swift ass, 6 to which I have 

 given the steppe for its home, the salt land for its dwelling place? 7 It scorns the tumult of the 

 city; it does not hear the shouts of the driver. 8 It ranges the mountains as its pasture, and it 

 searches after every green thing.  

 9 "Is the wild ox willing to serve you? Will it spend the night at your crib? 10 Can you tie it in the 

 furrow with ropes, or will it harrow the valleys after you? 11 Will you depend on it because its 

 strength is great, and will you hand over your labor to it? 12 Do you have faith in it that it will 

 return, and bring your grain to your threshing floor?  

 13 "The ostrich's wings flap wildly, though its pinions lack plumage. 14 For it leaves its eggs to 

 the earth, and lets them be warmed on the ground, 15 forgetting that a foot may crush them, 

 and that a wild animal may trample them. 16 It deals cruelly with its young, as if they were not 

 its own; though its labor should be in vain, yet it has no fear; 17 because God has made it forget 

 wisdom, and given it no share in understanding. 18 When it spreads its plumes aloft, it laughs at 

 the horse and its rider.  

 19 "Do you give the horse its might? Do you clothe its neck with mane? 20 Do you make it leap 

 like the locust? Its majestic snorting is terrible. 21 It paws violently, exults mightily; it goes out to 

 meet the weapons. 22 It laughs at fear, and is not dismayed; it does not turn back from the 

 sword. 23 Upon it rattle the quiver, the flashing spear, and the javelin. 24 With fierceness and 

 rage it swallows the ground; it cannot stand still at the sound of the trumpet. 25 When the 



 trumpet sounds, it says "Aha!' From a distance it smells the battle, the thunder of the captains, 

 and the shouting.  

 26 "Is it by your wisdom that the hawk soars, and spreads its wings toward the south? 27 Is it at 

 your command that the eagle mounts up and makes its nest on high? 28 It lives on the rock and 

 makes its home in the fastness of the rocky crag. 29 From there it spies the prey; its eyes see it 

 from far away. 30 Its young ones suck up blood; and where the slain are, there it is." 

Some Questions: 

 1. What do you notice?  What is God speaking of?  What is the structure of the world here?  

 (Compare with the Genesis 1 creation account, and the Noah story)  What is missing? 

 2. What is your impression?  What is the impact on you of what God is saying?  How does the 
 scenario of God saying these things out of the storm (whirlwind, tempest) affect the words’ 
 impact on you? 
 
Some of my (KLC’s) noticings: 
 
 YHWH/Shaddai speaks of cosmic and natural forces, and of the wild things and wild places. 
 
 The only “domesticated” animal mentioned is the horse… specifically the warhorse. 
 
 God doesn’t really mention humankind, except to allude to the no-man’s-land of the wilds, etc. 
 
Many modern readers miss something important in the reading of Job 38-39, because it is not very 
obvious unless you know to look for it.  The thing we don’t see, that the orginal readers would have 
immediately picked up on, is that various of the cosmic and natural “forces” mentioned were actually 
understood as personalized deities in the ancient world.   
 
 The stars that sang and constellations that moved were either deities themselves or under 
 divine influence. 
 
 The Sea (Yamm) was a major… and, dangerous… deity in old Canaanite mythology. 
 
 Dawn (Shahar), or the dawn-star, was a twin deity with Dusk (Salim), the evening-star. 
 
 Death (Mot) presides over the underworld. 
 
 Storms… with lightning and thunder… were associated with Baal, also known as Adad. 
 
What this indicates is that in Job 38-39, God is claiming to be Almighty over the gods, as well as over the 
natural forces and creatures.  This is further supported by God’s portrayal of the great mythic monsters 
Behemoth (Job 40:15f.) and Leviathan (Job 41).  Modern translators often interpret these descriptions as 
being about hippopotamuses and crocodiles, or some such, but that ignores corresponding mythic 
creatures in the literature, and sculpture, of the region.  Behemoth is probably related to the 
Mesopotamian “Bull of Heaven”, and Leviathan is clearly presented as a fire-breathing sea-monster. 
 



God YHWH/Shaddai is thus claiming to be Almighty over both supernatural and natural forces, over wild 
beasts and mythic monsters.  But, what about humans? 
 
The odd bit in JOB is that the Almighty does NOT address issues that dominate the Law and the 
Prophets… the issues of humanity, justice, mercy, and peace.  God does press Job on the subject, in Job 
40:6-14, but in a way that challenges Job and emphasizes God’s might rather than goodness and justice 
per se: 
 
 Job 40:7 "Gird up your loins like a man; I will question you, and you declare to me. 8 Will you 

 even put me in the wrong? Will you condemn me that you may be justified? 9 Have you an arm 

 like God, and can you thunder with a voice like his?  

 [Vs. 8 in The New English Bible reads: “Dare you deny that I am just or put me in the wrong that 

 you may be right?] 

 10 "Deck yourself with majesty and dignity; clothe yourself with glory and splendor. 11 Pour out 

 the overflowings of your anger, and look on all who are proud, and abase them. 12 Look on all 

 who are proud, and bring them low; tread down the wicked where they stand. 13 Hide them all 

 in the dust together; bind their faces in the world below. 14 Then I will also acknowledge to you 

 that your own right hand can give you victory. 

Verses 10-14 essentially amount to a challenge from God to Job… “Go ahead, you try and impose justice 

on the wicked.  I’ll tip my hat to you if you succeed!”  YHWH/Shaddai – unlike the Un-Comfortables and 

Elihu – does not really assert that “he” in fact does this, but God clearly implies that Job can’t. 

And that… so far as this reader can tell… is where it stands.  God doesn’t actually answer Job’s challenge 

on why the righteous suffer and the wicked prosper, but in the end Job finally gives in: 

 Job 42: 1 Then Job answered YHWH: 2 "I know that you can do all things, and that no purpose of 

 yours can be thwarted. 3 …Therefore I have uttered what I did not understand, things too 

 wonderful for me, which I did not know…. 5 I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but 

 now my eye sees you; 6 therefore I despise and regret my words, being but dust and ashes.” 

 [In the above verses a couple of discontinuous fragments have been removed for clarity’s 

 sake.  Verse 6 is significantly altered from the NRSV version.  It is a problematic verse, owing to 

 the absence of any object for the verb “despise”.  Traditional Christian translations have tended 

 to supply “myself” as the missing object.  At least one major Jewish source suggests “my words” 

 instead.  The longstanding use of “repent” to translate the Hebrew word “nacham” is also an 

 issue.  Its meaning is much closer to “regret”, “be sorry for”, or “grieve”.  The rendering of verse 

 six here is shaped by various comments, particularly those of Dr. Kathryn Shifferdecker of Luther 

 Seminary in MN.] 

In the end, Job seems simply overwhelmed, overpowered, by the words and vision of YHWH/Shaddai.  

He basically apologizes for being overbold and for speaking out of turn.  But… that still doesn’t mean he 

was wrong.  (Being “wrong” and “in the wrong” are slightly different things.) 



And… God?  God never actually says that God always does what is right and good.  God never says that 

God never does anything bad or wrong either.  And, God never says that God sends suffering on the 

wicked to set them to rights.  God basically just says “I’m Almighty, and I’m in charge!” 

Those who did say that God always does what is right and good, and that suffering comes to the 

wicked… the Un-Comfortables… fare worse than Job in the end, and receive a good telling off by an 

angry YHWH/Shaddai.  (See Job 42:7)  Elihu… simply disappears from the scene altogether. 

And then, “they all lived happily ever after….” 

But… what?  How do we react to this ending? 

Is the only answer that God’s “might is right” in regard to God? 

What about Job’s very valid questions about the suffering of the righteous and the prospering of the 

poor? 

The answer… again… seems to be a sort of Facebook: “It’s complicated!”  But, in a way, I rather think the 

author of JOB anticipated (by about 2500 years +/-) the development of what we now call “Chaos 

Theory”.  (Albeit, we also know that the observed Universe is far more vast and complex than anything 

the author of JOB ever imagined.)  Chaos, in theory, isn’t truly random, but a far far more complex 

system of order affected by all sorts of variables.  It’s not a simple cause-effect world, either scientifically 

or moral-ethically.  That’s what Job somehow got, and what the Un-Comfortables didn’t. 

But, for us? 

With Job, we mostly realize that good and innocent people suffer things that are not their fault, too 

often horrific things. 

With Job, we mostly realize that truly bad and guilty people prosper and get away with things they 

shouldn’t… to our deep chagrin. 

And for many who realize this… as with God speaking to the Un-Comfortables… the worst sin seems to 

be to take refuge in cruelly dogmatic, simplistic answers.  (It’s not fair to God to think so.) 

Where’s God in all this?  The seeming answer of the author of JOB is that the Almighty (Shaddai) is 

engaged and involved with the whole wildly complicated and chaotic mix of life… and there are things 

well beyond our comprehension and knowledge in play. 

The question moderns have tended to add to the mix – via the Process Theology movement and such – 

is whether God is “almighty” in the way traditionally thought?  What if God is good, just, loving, the 

ultimate source of all, and always at work in the chaotic dynamic of power… but not quite utterly in 

control in an absolutist “almighty” sense?  What if God is more fully and deeply integrated into the 

universal process of living and being? 

That, as I see it, is the invitation to reflection at the heart of JOB.  In the end, the Almighty’s gift may be 

the questions…. 

 “Where were you, when…?”  “Have you considered…?”  “Do you know…?” 

Next Week – Lesson 6, wrapping up with a bit of reflection, and a bit of Wisdom….. 


