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Does God behave ethically in the book of Job?

Jung (1979): “With the Job drama…Yahweh comes up against a man who stands firm, who clings to his rights until he is compelled to give way to brute force.  He has seen God’s face and the unconscious split in his nature.  God was now known....” (p 54).

1.  Outline

Job 2:10:  “Shall we receive the good at the hand of God, and not receive the bad?”

Job 3:24: “For my sighing comes like my bread, and my groanings are poured out like water.”

Job 30: 19-21: “He [God] has cast me into the mire, and I have become like dust and ashes.  I cry to you and you do not answer me; I stand, and you merely look at me.  You have turned cruel to me; with the might of your hand you persecute me.”

2.  The question of ethical/unethical behaviour:-

1) the Prologue, notably the scenes that take place in heaven.

2) the God speeches.  

3) Job’s responses in the dialogue and epilogue.

1) The Prologue

Whybray (2000): “God’s decision to test Job could be for any number of reasons; to gain the information about Job’s character that he lacked; to salvage his dignity and reputation for omniscience, or for idle entertainment.  In any case, the picture presented of God in these chapters is hardly a flattering one.” (p 15)

Job 1:1:  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.” 

Jung (1979): “It is amazing to see how easily Yahweh, quite without reason, had let himself be influenced by one of his sons, by a doubting thought, and made unsure of Job’s faithfulness.” (p. 19)

“This ‘doubting thought’ is Satan, who after completing his evil handiwork has returned to the paternal bosom in order to continue his subversive activity there.” (p 26). 

Oesterley & Robinson (1934): “Is God justified in torturing a perfectly good and innocent person, merely to prove that he is good and innocent?” (p 176) 

Job 1:12, “Very well, all that he has is in your power.”

Job 2:6, “Very well, he is in your power.”

Job 1:5,  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.” (Cf.  Job 5:4; 8:4 and 20:10).  

Crenshaw (1984):  The children of Job are “no more than extras in a biography of God’s favourite.” (p 58)

Job 1:9: “Does Job fear God for nothing?” 

Y Hoffman (1981): “There seems to be no connection between the simple, vulgar curiosity about who will win the contest, the Lord or Satan…and the most cardinal problem about the management of the world by its Creator.” (p 164)  

“[Job’s reaction in the Prologue] clearly illuminates his view that God owes him nothing, and does not even need to justify his deeds, since he only took away what he had previously voluntarily given.” (p 163)  In the dialogue on the other hand “Job attacks God bluntly accusing him of perverting justice by neglecting the righteous and preferring the strong.” (p 163)  

Job 1:21: “He said ‘Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return there; the LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD”

Job 2:10:  [Job] 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?”

Crenshaw (2005): “As recipients of the supreme gift of life, humans would do well to relinquish the notion that the deity owes them anything more than has been freely bestowed, irrespective of desert.” (p 190) 

2) The speeches of God

Crenshaw (2005): “The divine speeches seem to imply that god plays by different rules from those projected on the deity by human rationality.  God does not always reward goodness and punish wickedness.” (p 189)

 “the emphasis on animals is a corrective for the self-imposed poverty of anthropocentricity.” (p 178). 

“The author of the book of Job excels as an iconoclast, removing human beings from center stage and rejecting all forms of idolatry.  His God refuses to appear in the palace of justice, choosing instead the arena of creation.” (p 178). 

M Tsevat (1980) “[God’s power] is not retributory and egalitarian but allotting, spending, freely flowing” (p 362). 

Miles (1995): “The Lord presents himself, with withering sarcasm and towering bravado, as an amoral, irresistible force.  But Job has never called the Lord’s power into question.  It is his justice of which Job has demanded an accounting.” (p 315)   

“God ‘changes the subject’, carefully leaving out the issue of his justice because “he has no choice – he has just subjected a just man to torture on a whim.” (p 315) 

Miles:“He (Job) realizes that he spoke a truth beyond what he could have justified at the time.” (p 321)

“Ultimately Job wins:  The Lord bows, in a way, to Job’s characterization of God, abandons his wager with the devil and after a vain attempt to shout Job down, atones for his wrongdoing by doubling Job’s initial fortune.”(p 327)  

“After Job, God knows his own ambiguity as he has never known it before.”(p 328).

Job 38:2 “Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?”

Tsevat:  God is saying,“no retribution is provided for in the blueprint of the world, nor does it exist anywhere on it.  None is planned for the non-human world and none for the human world.” (p 368) 

Tsevat: “the book of Job de-moralizes the world” (p 370). “The prologue says that one ought not to, the divine address says that one cannot, expect anything for one’s behaviour.” (p 371) 

“He who speaks to man in the Book of Job is neither a just nor an unjust God but God.” (p 105)

Robertson (1973): “God is a charlatan God, one who has the power and skill of a god but is a fake at the truly divine task of governing with justice and love.” (p 464).

.J W Whedbee (1977):“a playful, festive note in the portrayal of creation” (p 24). 

Job 11: Zophar to Job: “that he [God] would tell you the secrets of wisdom, for wisdom is many-sided.” (v 6). 

Job 15:8-9 Eliphaz to Job, ‘do you limit wisdom to yourself?  What do you know that we do not know?  What do you understand that is not clear to us.”  

Job  26:3 Job to Bildad: “How you have counseled one who has no wisdom, and given much good advice!”

Job 32:8 Elihu: “But truly it is the spirit in a mortal, the breath of the Almghty that makes for understanding.” 

Job 34:35 Elihu: “Job speaks without knowledge, his words are without insight.”

Job 38:2: God to Job: “Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?:  v 4 “Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?  Tell me, if you have understanding.”

Job 38:5: “Who determined its measurements - surely you know!” cf vv 18, 21, 23).

Job 38:36: “Who has put wisdom in the inward parts, or given understanding to the mind?” 

Job 38:37: Who has the wisdom to number the clouds”

Job 39:1: “Do you know when the mountain goats give birth?

Do you observe the calving of the deer?”

Job 39:11-17: “The ostrich’s wings flap wildly, though its pionions lack plumage.  For it leaves its eggs to the earth, and lets them be warmed on the ground, forgetting that a foot may crush them, and that a wild animal may trample them.  It deals cruelly with its young; as if they were not its own; though its labour should be in vain, yet it has not fear;  because God has made it forget wisdom, and given it no share in understanding.  When it spreads its plumes aloft, it laughs at the horse and its rider.”

Job 39:26:“Is it by your wisdom that the hawk soars?” 

3) Job’s responses in the dialogue and epilogue

Jung (1979): “Job had noticed during this harangue [the God speeches] that everything else had been mentioned except his right.  He has understood that it is at present impossible to argue the question of right, as it is only too obvious that Yahweh has no interest whatever in Job’s cause but is far more preoccupied with his own affairs.” (p. 26)

Frost,  A Masque of Reason, God calls Job, ‘the Emancipator of your God’ and thanks him for helping “To stultify the Deuteronomist and change the tenor of religious thought.” (cited by Miles (1995), p. 303) 

Job’s accusations against God eg 13:24-8; 16:9-14; 19:5-12, 22. 

M Weiss(1983): “[Job] refuses to accept what he sees and he cannot accept what his friends say.  He therefore searches and beseeches God, demanding to be shown the whole truth, the world’s eternal truth.  In order to settle the controversy on earth, God will appear to Job and will show him the world in all its stark reality.” (p 82) 

Tsevat (1980) “He (Job) is compelled to affirm that the cause of the terrible atrocities that God has unleashed against him lies not in him but in God.  God wants to torment him, torment him without reason, because God is cruel…In ever-repeated and diverse ways Job accuses God of wanton cruelty.” (p 345) 

“God made and is upholding the world according to his plan, but Job misinterpreted it in his words, ie according to the light of his own conceptions.  Now Job has become wiser.  He sees that nothing God purposes is impossible.” (p 359) 

Peake (1969): “All those glorious pictures of the animal creation that God flashes before his eyes are meant to show him that man’s importance may easily be overrated.  Especially is this the case with those unsubdued denizens of the wilderness, who live their life wholly independent of man.  There too, God sends the fertilizing shower causing it ‘to rain on a land where no man is’ (38:26)” (p 203).  

Kraeling (1969): ”Such an experience deters from one-sided emphasis on the intellectual, and gives importance also to the realms of feeling and of the will.” (p 213) 

Job 40:3-5:  “The Job answered the LORD: See, I am of small account; what shall I answer you?  I loay my hand on my mouth.  I have spoken once, and I will not answer; twice, but will proceed no further.” Cf 42:1-5.

H Greenberg (1969): “Rationally, Ivan Karamazoff will always be right: ‘There is no justification for the tear of even a single suffering child’.  Believing man must cease to look for confirmations which he can grasp with his reason and touch with his hands.” (p 224). 

“The true believer practices the most heroic defiance in the world.  His logic may be most strange and paradoxical, as in the case of Job who declared, “Even though He slay me will I believe in Him’ (13:15). 
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