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Abstract
The book of Job has long been considered the biblical text that is most relevant to the
question of theodicy. Therefore, much of its history of interpretation has focused on considering
theological explanations for the problem of innocent suffering. The emphasis upon this theodicy
theme has not simply developed, but burgeoned over the past two centuries as a result of the
discovery and decipherment of ancient Near Eastern compositions that exhibit a “righteous
sufferer” motif comparable to that of Job. Thus, the inclination to study the complex, and
sometimes perplexing, book of Job from this perspective has continued into the most contemporary
scholarship.
This focus on the righteous sufferer, though reasonable, has caused scholars to overlook
what considerable sections of the first two rounds of dialogue communicate about the fate of the
wicked. Job’s companions persist in citing conventional wisdom based upon tradition to proclaim
the destiny of the impious, whereas Job voices his perception of the fate of the wicked based upon
his experience. These two modes of explanation lead Job and his friends to diametrically opposed
opinions concerning the justice of God. To Job’s friends, justice comes in the form of the wicked
consistently suffering divinely-appointed consequences for their sins, which is an outcome they
eventually apply to Job as the conversation intensifies. Job reckons his friends’ arguments for
consistent retribution to be nonsense, and insists that he would be undeserving of the
disproportionate suffering he experiences even within the system of just retribution. Human
experience, according to Job, blatantly contradicts the reliability of the friends’ claim to uniformity
in retribution and thus, their idea of consistent divine justice is a farce. The opposition between
Job and his friends’ crescendos in Job’s definitive response to their claims (ch. 21) in which Job
presents his foremost chagrin—the prosperity of the wicked.
i

Job’s overt allegations relating to the inconsistency of God’s justice, coupled with the
notion that the wicked prosper with no divine restraint, is revolutionary when compared to other
sections of the Bible. Although Jeremiah manifests an affinity to Job as a result of his personal
experience with the wicked, sections of Psalms, Proverbs, and Deuteronomy appear to support
Job’s friends’ conventional wisdom by explicitly indicating divinely-appointed rewards for
obedience and just retribution for punishment. Not only is the retribution theme shared by other
biblical literature, but the expression of this theme is carried out by using similar rhetoric and
imagery to those of Job. As one branches out from the Bible to extra-biblical wisdom texts of the
ancient Near East, it is readily noticeable that several of the “righteous sufferer” compositions
similarly exhibit the prevalence of the doctrine of just retribution by conspicuously utilizing
comparable language and imagery to communicate corresponding ideas, and make similar claims
to those in Job.
These observations prompt an inquiry into the purpose of Job’s intense emphasis upon the
prosperity of the wicked in response to his friends’ retribution dogma. What is the objective of
Job arguing against retribution by proclaiming the prosperity of the wicked—an assertion that
distinctly runs contrary to traditional biblical and ancient Near Eastern wisdom? This study
addresses this question with a particular focus upon considering the rhetoric, imagery, and literary
structure of the sections of Job that treat the issue of the fate of the wicked, where the topic is
predominantly disputed in the first two rounds of dialogue. In this study, I strive to answer this
question by analyzing relevant sections of Job in their biblical and ancient Near Eastern contexts.
This analysis is accomplished by focusing on what might be gleaned from the theology, rhetoric,
imagery, and structure of biblical and non-biblical texts that could enhance the understanding of
the passages in Job. I argue that as the dialogues progress, it becomes increasingly evident that

ii

the characters of Job masterfully utilize language and imagery that circulated in the ancient Near
Eastern literary world to buttress their respective points.
Job’s ultimate response in chapter 21 is a skillfully crafted rebuke that expressly invokes
his friends’ accusations of his guilt leading up to that point. Job emphatically repudiates the
universality of just retribution by playing on his companions’ language to respond to their specific
comments, while interacting with the biblical and extra-biblical literary world around him. In this
manner, Job accuses his companions of being unfaithful to him and God for having valued their
tradition more than empirical evidence.
The following is a summary of each of the seven chapters of this dissertation, indicating
the subject material discussed, along with a summary of the insights and conclusions drawn from
each chapter:
The initial chapter provides an introduction to the problem of the prosperity of the wicked
in the book of Job. This is mainly accomplished by examining the scholarly material which has
focused on the related issue of theodicy and demonstrating that commentaries, monographs, and
articles on Job and ancient Near Eastern wisdom literature have generally bypassed—or only
briefly treated—the brewing controversy of the first two rounds of speeches relating to the
prosperity of the wicked. This lack of scholarly attention to an issue which proves to be such a
point of deep frustration for Job as well as other biblical and extra-biblical writers, establishes the
rationale for further investigation into this topic. This study compares relevant material from Job
with other sections of the Bible and ancient Near Eastern compositions with the intent of best
understanding the rhetoric, imagery, structure and theological content of Job.
It is generally conceded that the first round of speeches in the book of Job is softer in tone
than the subsequent rounds, and that Job is not directly accused of wrongdoing until Zophar’s
initial speech (ch. 11). Therefore, the second chapter of this study surveys selected passages from
iii

first round of speeches, which predominantly make use of metaphors and symbolism to allude to
the fate of the wicked. After Eliphaz and Bildad use familiar biblical and extra-biblical imagery
to introduce the doctrine of just retribution with the intent of encouraging Job to be patient and
trust in God’s assured justice that will eventually restore him (chs. 4, 8), Job lashes out against
God’s arbitrary system of (in)justice (ch. 9). According to Job, God is a perverter of justice who
acts on whims and does not maintain any consistent form of retribution. This irreverent response,
as well as Job’s overt rejection of traditional wisdom—and with it, the application of just
retribution theology to his circumstances—provokes Zophar’s accusation of Job necessarily
having sinned.
Zophar’s accusation of Job foreshadows a prevalent theme in the second round of dialogue
in which all of Job’s friends dedicate extensive portions of their speeches to the topic of the fate
of the wicked, and suggest that the consequences of wickedness apply to Job. Because of the
quantity of the material presented by Job’s companions concerning this topic, chapters 3-5 of this
work closely examine the rhetoric and imagery used by Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar, respectively.
This analysis of the friends’ rhetoric and imagery proves to be invaluable in understanding Job’s
rebuttal of their dogma in chapter 21.
Eliphaz’s defense of traditional wisdom, and of the doctrine of just retribution that indicates
a dreadful end to the wicked (15:17-35), is examined in chapter 3. Eliphaz commences his speech
by focusing on the deranged mental condition of the wicked and the consequent terror they
experience. The wicked also experience poverty, according to Eliphaz, who uses the image of a
once prosperous overindulgent man to portray the affluence of the wicked—likely gained through
dishonest means—as an illusion. Eliphaz employs botanic imagery as well as the symbol of
darkness to ultimately proclaim that the wicked live a fruitless life and are destined for a horrifying
death.
iv

Chapter 4 analyzes Bildad’s second speech (18:5-21), in which he also uses vivid imagery
and rhetoric to depict the tragic fate of the wicked. Bildad makes use of the widely-known
light/darkness dichotomy to portray the quality of human life and concludes that the life of the
wicked is deprived of light, suggesting that the wicked are essentially dead. Bildad then presents
the life path of the wicked as one that is laden with traps that eventually cause the wicked to
stumble. The reason that the impious stumble in their way is clear to Bildad: they trust in their
own wisdom and not in God’s. Ultimately Bildad, like Eliphaz, focuses upon the death penalty
for wickedness. In a section noticeably characterized by imagery shared with other ancient Near
Eastern cultures, Bildad describes the wicked succumbing to “The Firstborn of Death,” and the
“King of Terrors.” Not only do the wicked suffer, according to Bildad, but their progeny are also
eliminated, leaving them with no lineage to carry on their names. God is completely responsible
for this punishing of the wicked, which serves as a public illustration of the doctrine of just
retribution in action.
Zophar’s second speech (ch. 20), which extensively focuses on the wicked’s acquisition,
possession, and forfeiture of ill-gotten gain, is examined in chapter 5. Zophar argues that the
wicked attain illicit possessions by exploitation of the weak/poor and uses imagery of swallowing
to portray the impious as striving to maintain their possessions. Nevertheless, Zophar emphasizes
the ephemerality of ill-gotten gain by depicting God causing the wicked to return their possessions
through vomiting.

The imagery related to swallowing and vomiting illicit possessions is

conspicuously similar to that used in other ancient Near Eastern compositions—namely, the
Instructions of Amenemope—to make the same point concerning the inability of the wicked to
remain wealthy. Zophar ultimately concludes that, not only is the wealth of the wicked ephemeral,
but the life of the wicked is also unsustainable. The wicked perpetually fear inevitable retribution,
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which comes in the form of God shooting the wicked through with an arrow and destroying their
houses.
Up until chapter 21 Job primarily addresses his complaint to God, despite his friends’
accusations of wickedness throughout their second round of speeches. Nevertheless, at the end of
the second round of dialogue, Job provides a conclusive rejoinder to his friends’ allegations of
wickedness. Job’s rebuttal is the topic of chapter 6 of this work, in which I point out that Job
specifically counters five recurring arguments of his friends’ speeches based upon human
experience as opposed to traditional wisdom.
Initially, Job opposes the symbolism of light and darkness as it is used by his friends to
suggest that the wicked live deplorable lives. According to Job, the lamp of the wicked rarely
wanes, which is evident in the wicked growing strong and thriving. Secondly, Job argues against
the assertion that the wicked’s wrongdoing affects those around them and their ability to have
children. Job contends that the offspring of the wicked are not only abundant, but also extremely
happy and free from the effects of their parents’ sins. Thirdly, Job denies the idea that the wicked
are eventually dispossessed of all of their wealth. The wicked are, in fact, blessed with abundant
prosperity which is evident through their possession of fertile livestock. Fourthly, Job refutes the
idea that there is any distinction in the type of death one dies based upon one’s actions in life. All
meet the same fate in death according to Job. Lastly, Job rejects the oft-mentioned retribution
upon the abode (i.e., house, tent, dwelling place, etc.) of the wicked. Job claims that anyone who
has travelled outside of his friends’ community would attest to the wicked being spared the day of
calamity, and even honored in their death. Job’s refutation of his friends’ doctrine of just
retribution is comprehensive and references his companions’ specific rhetoric, imagery, and
theological points in order to demonstrate that their dogmas are not applicable in Job’s situation.

vi

Chapter 7 of this dissertation provides a summary of the five primary recurring themes that
relate to the doctrine of just retribution throughout the first two rounds of dialogues: 1) the
companions’ consistent appeal to traditional wisdom, 2) the temporality of wealth and impending
poverty for the wicked, 3) the absence of offspring and infertility of the impious, 4) the
terrorization of the wicked through perpetual fear, 5) the ephemerality of the existence of the
wicked and their public demise. This summary is followed by a section that tracks and summarizes
three of the main points of imagery that appear in discussions on the fate of the wicked in Job, the
Bible, and, where available, in ancient Near Eastern compositions. This imagery consists of: 1)
the dichotomy between light and darkness, 2) botanic and agricultural imagery, 3) imagery of
swallowing and vomiting. In this section, I not only track and summarize the themes and the usage
of specific imagery, but I discuss how they are significant factors in tracking the evolving
discussion over the fate of the wicked through the first two rounds of dialogue in Job.

vii
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1 Introduction, Survey and Goals
1.1 Introduction to the Prosperity of the Wicked as a Theme
The prosperity of the wicked is a sign of divine injustice. That is what the prophet Jeremiah
suggests when he states “You would be in the right, O LORD, if I were to make a claim against
you. Yet I will present charges against you: Why does the way of the wicked prosper? Why are
the workers of treachery at ease?” (Jer 12:1)1 The dilemma that the prophet Jeremiah presents is
that God does not grant success according to principles of justice. This curiosity regarding the fate
of the wicked is an issue that ranges nearly the extent of the Hebrew Bible and is recorded as a
problematic issue reaching back as far as the times of the patriarchs. In Gen 18:23-33 Abraham
repeatedly questions God, insisting to know if the judge of the earth would treat the righteous and
the wicked alike. Surely, Abraham suggests, if there are just a few righteous scattered among the
wicked, God will not indiscriminately execute judgment.
The inquiries of Jeremiah and Abraham are related in that they both pertain to the justice
of God. In Abraham’s view, a just God would necessarily save the righteous from affliction.
Jeremiah, on the other hand, challenges God’s justice from the opposite perspective. Coming from
a situation of great hardship, Jeremiah questions God concerning the reason that the wicked receive
the blessings that tradition indicates should benefit the righteous. Jeremiah and Abraham are both
concerned with the fates of the righteous and the wicked in light of what they expect from a just
God. In other words, Jeremiah’s and Abraham’s questions regarding human fate are inextricably
linked with the question of theodicy.
The book of Job has been long considered the biblical text that is most relevant to the
question of theodicy.

1

In fact, as Edward Greenstein summarizes, “conventional biblical

All biblical references are my translations unless otherwise noted.

1

scholarship suggests that the primary theme of the book concerns theodicy, the problem of unjust
or inexplicable suffering.”2 That is to say, an abundance of studies of the book of Job approach it
like Abraham, asking if a just God could permit the righteous to suffer. Thus, studies considering
the issue of theodicy in the book of Job abound, and the theological explanations for the problem
of innocent suffering continue to multiply.
Nevertheless, there is a significant theodicy-related theme that remains by and large
unexplored. Since many of the studies relating to Job have addressed the issue of theodicy by
asking the exasperating question, “Why do the righteous suffer?”,3 few have paid close attention
to the way the rhetoric and imagery of the book relate to Job’s contention that the wicked, in fact,
prosper—which is a mutual dilemma for both Job and Jeremiah. Job’s assertion, brought to its
apex in chapter 21, is not at all unexpected in light of his companions’ continuous pronouncements
of the dreadful fate of the wicked, which they base upon traditional wisdom. The prosperity of the
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Edward L. Greenstein, "Truth or Theodicy? Speaking Truth to Power in the Book of Job," PSB 27 (2006):
239. See also as far back as Martin Luther who, as cited by Delitzsch, states, “(t)he book of Job treats the question of
whether misfortune from God befalls even the godly.” Franz Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the Book of Job
(trans. Francis Bolton; 2 vols.; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1866), 1.1-4, 39. This belief is echoed in modern
commentaries for example, James L. Crenshaw, Reading Job: A Literary and Theological Commentary (Macon, Ga.:
Smyth & Helwys, 2011), 2, as well as in his article, "Popular Questioning of the Justice of God," ZAW 82 (1970):
380-95.
Nevertheless, E. W. Nicholson calls into question the common focus on theodicy in the book of Job noting
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raises the topic of theodicy which God is responsible for answering in the whirlwind speeches. E.W. Nicholson, "The
Limits of Theodicy as a Theme of the Book of Job," in Wisdom in Ancient Israel: Essays in Honour of J. A. Emerton
(eds. Day, et al.; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 72. Differently, Tremper Longman III argues that
Job’s suffering—which is commonly understood to be the basis of the question of theodicy—is in fact an occasion for
discussing the true message of the book, which is wisdom. Tremper Longman III, Job (Baker Commentary on the
Old Testament Wisdom and Psalms; Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2012), 66, 462.
3
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Edwin Mellen Press, 1990), 311.
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wicked is a major theological dilemma for Job,4 and consequently a significant theological theme,
which is ever so conspicuous in the first two rounds of speeches.
Not only did the ancient Israelites struggle with questions regarding the fate of the wicked
and the justice of God, but modern scholarship has unearthed a plethora of extra-biblical ancient
Near Eastern literature that likewise considers the issue of theodicy. 5 This literature spans from
Egypt to Mesopotamia and beyond and is pervaded by fascinating theological, imagistic, and
linguistic features which have proven invaluable for biblical studies. This is particularly for
research related to biblical wisdom literature, which has benefitted from the discovery of multiple
ancient Near Eastern documents that resemble this genre in rhetoric, imagery, and even theology.
Despite the well-conceded fact that the literature of the ancient Near East has never yielded
another “Job” in content and/or character,6 it is nevertheless imperative to study Job alongside
these compositions and consider how they inform reading the sections of Job which focus on the
shared theological quandary regarding the prosperity of the wicked. Accordingly, the present
study poses the following questions: How do Job and his companions depict the fate of the wicked
within their respective paradigms of justice, and what can be learned through reading their claims
in conjunction with extra-biblical ancient Near Eastern compositions that deal with comparable
issues? The initial point of departure in exploring this topic is to review how modern scholarship
has addressed these questions along with related topics.
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Concerning the prosperity of the wicked Rowley simply notes “(t)he problem of the prosperity of the wicked
is one that troubled others.” Cf. Jer. 12:1-2; Hab 1:13; Mal 3:15; Pss 10:1-11; 73:3-12; Eccl 7:15; 8:10-14. H. H.
Rowley, The Book of Job (The New Century Bible Commentary; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), 147.
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For essays on a wide range of ancient Near Eastern languages and literatures that relate to the issue of
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or any other older literature.” C. J. Ball, The Book of Job: A Revised Text and Version (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
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1.2 A Select Review of Contemporary Literature
Interest in the Bible in its ancient Near Eastern literary setting is a relatively new
phenomenon. This is particularly evident when considering the limitations of scholars because of
a lack of proficiency in ancient Near Eastern languages for the better part of the entire
contemporary era. This, of course, has changed in the past century and a half as there have been
significant strides facilitating the deciphering of ancient Near Eastern documents that have been
unearthed during this time period. For example, the finding of the Rosetta Stone in 1799, which
was inscribed in hieroglyphic, demotic, and Greek, facilitated the decryption of the Egyptian
language by Jean François Champollion, and opened biblical research up to a previously
unexplored world of Egyptian literature. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the trilingual
(Elamite, Old Persian, and Akkadian) Behistun Inscription of Darius was found which brought
Akkadian to light making some of the earliest writing of the complex civilizations that previously
inhabited Mesopotamia available to biblical researchers.7 These and other comparable discoveries,
which have shed light on the languages, literature, and peoples of the ancient Near East, have
permitted biblical scholars to see more deeply into the world of the Bible, thereby compelling an
examination of these compositions alongside of the Bible.
Since the emergence of comparative biblical and ancient Near Eastern studies, wisdom
literature8 has become a prime interest. Job in particular has attracted much attention because of
7

Carl S. Ehrlich, "Introduction," in From an Antique Land: An Introduction to Ancient Near Eastern
Literature (ed. Ehrlich; Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2009), 3.
8
It is not the purpose of this work to argue at length for the existence of a wisdom literature genre in the
Bible and the ancient Near East. This work assumes that wisdom as a genre is evident in the Bible, and satisfactorily
defended as it pertains to ancient Near Eastern literature. Regarding wisdom literature in the ancient Near East, Sara
Denning-Bolle argues that “just because there does not exist a specific literary genre of wisdom literature in
Mesopotamia…does not mean that the concept was absent.” Sara J. Denning-Bolle, "Wisdom and Dialogue in the
Ancient Near East," Numen 34 (1987): 216. Denning-Bolle goes on to assert that, “wisdom itself is a supra-cultural
and trans-cultural phenomenon” which is demonstrated by the fact that “words for wisdom [in various languages]…are
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Mesopotamia has been a difficult task, but contends that dialogue was the primary means through which wisdom was
communicated in Mesopotamia which is why the “Babylonian Theodicy” and the “Dialogue of Pessimism” are
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the conspicuous “righteous sufferer” theme, among additional characteristics, shared with other
ancient Near Eastern compositions.9 Nevertheless, the emphasis on the righteous sufferer motif
is, perhaps, one of the primary reasons that few commentators have compared the rhetoric and
imagery of ancient Near Eastern compositions to Job in relation to the fate of the wicked. The
tendency to view the book of Job in order to grapple with the theological question of innocent
suffering has seemingly determined the method in which many scholars have investigated
comparable literature from the ancient Near East.
1.2.1 Commentaries on Job
This inclination towards resolving the problem of theodicy in Job is precisely what is evident
in the early critical commentaries written during and after the discovery of the ancient Near Eastern
materials. For example, Franz Delitzsch considered the book of Job to essentially treat the question
of why afflictions fall upon the righteous.10 Delitzsch answers this question by appealing to Deut.
8:16, which indicates that suffering can stem from God’s love, and consequently asserts that, “there
is a suffering of the righteous which is not a decree of wrath…but a dispensation of that love itself.
In fact, this truth is at the heart of the book of Job.”11 Delitzsch disagrees that the book of Job is
about destroying the “old Mosaic doctrine of retribution” calling the doctrine a “modern phantom”

considered masterpieces of discourse in Akkadian literature. Denning-Bolle thereby claims that Mesopotamian texts
which revolve around dialogue offer unique insight into the role of the wisdom tradition (pp. 225-28). For the recent
debate over whether there was a distinctive wisdom literature in the ancient Near East and the Bible see Mark R.
Sneed ed., Was there a Wisdom Tradition? New Prospects in Israelite Wisdom Studies (Atlanta: Society of Biblical
Literature Press, 2015).
9
See Rowley, Job, 6-8. Edwin Good has his doubts concerning how helpful the ancient Near Eastern material
can be with regard to dealing with the issue of suffering. Good states, “I cannot point to a single Mesopotamian,
Canaanite, or Egyptian work that has clearly influenced the ways in which the Book of Job handles or closes upon
suffering. It remains to be seen, indeed, whether undeserved suffering is the (or a) central issue in Job.” Edwin M.
Good, In Turns of Tempest: A Reading of Job, With a Translation (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), 9.
10
Delitzsch, Job, 1:1.
11
Ibid., 1:2. This appears to be precisely what Eliphaz contends in 5:17-18.
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and claiming that “the distinction between the suffering of the righteous and the retributive justice
of God, brought about in the book of Job, is nothing new.”12
Delitzsch additionally notes that Job and other biblical wisdom books are seemingly
“stripped of everything peculiarly Israelitish,”13 and suggests more specifically, that the author of
Job was not an Israelite.14 These assertions early in the period of modern critical biblical studies,
hint at the idea that there may have been shared ideas between Job and other wisdom-oriented
compositions of the ancient Near East. This inclination to examine non-Israelite elements in the
book of Job persisted in scholarship and is noted in S. R. Driver and G. B. Gray’s commentary on
Job. Unlike Delitzsch, however, Driver and Gray were privy to the discoveries of the late 19th and
early 20th centuries which is when Ludlul bel nēmeqi15 was discovered, translated, and in its initial
stages of interpretation. Driver and Gray’s awareness of this Babylonian composition led them to
expand upon the non-Israelite elements suggested by Delitzsch and consider Job as part of the
literary world of the ancient Near East. This outlook led to Driver and Gray offering an early
translation of portions of Ludlul, comparing them with Job, and pointing out particular aspects of
the respective compositions which resembled one another. With regard to the similarities they
state:
Among the points of resemblance between this poem and Job are the poetical form,
the subject, viz. the sudden reduction of a man of great position, who had already
lived a long and prosperous life, to great misery of mind, body and estate, the long
description of his sufferings put into the mouth of the sufferer, the contrast between
12

Delitzsch provides two reasons answering the question of why afflictions fall upon the righteous: 1) God,
in love, disciplines and purifies people through affliction for their own advancement, and 2) A loving God proves and
tests people through afflictions so that this person might be able to manifest their righteousness despite the suffering.
Ibid., 1:2-4.
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Ibid., 1:5.
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these sufferings and the kind of life to which his long-maintained piety might have
been expected to lead, the reflections on the mysteries of God's dealings with
mortals.16
Though they were not the first to notice the similarities between Job and extra-biblical
literature,17 Driver and Gray were foremost in a generation of critical commentators whose
academic work on Job could no longer be considered thorough without mention of the comparable
ancient Near Eastern materials. Also noteworthy among this group was C. J. Ball, who in 1922
devoted a significant amount of space to Ludlul in the introduction to his commentary on Job.18
Ball presented a select translation of sections of Ludlul that had been discovered, comparing and
contrasting aspects of this composition with Job. One of the most important observations relevant
to the present study is Ball’s remark that a shared feature between the compositions is the theme
relating to the universality of human fate. Concerning the sufferer’s complaints in Ludlul, Ball
states, “although his life had been thus blameless, he has to complain (like Job) that Heaven has
treated him as if he were a heinous evildoer. Good rulers and bad fare alike.” 19 The significance
that Ball places on the finding of not only Ludlul but other ancient Near Eastern literature is evident
in the extensive usage of Akkadian among other Semitic languages throughout his advanced
philological discussions within his commentary.
Édouard Dhorme was likewise at the forefront of using philology in research on the book
of Job. This is unmistakable in his 1926 commentary20 in which Dhorme was thoroughly
16

S. R. Driver and G. B. Gray, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Job together wtih a
New Translation (ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1921), xxxiii. Driver and Gray are just as direct on this very same
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See for example Morris Jastrow Jr., "A Babylonian Parallel to the Story of Job," JBL 25 (1906): 135-91.
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“to wit, the cause of the ills that human flesh is heir to” (p. 140).
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conversant with the material of the ancient Near East in his discussion of philologically
challenging words and phrases. It is precisely because of Dhorme’s proficiency in ancient Near
Eastern languages that it is surprising he did not incorporate a section directly addressing the
ancient Near Eastern compositions that had been found in relation to Job in his commentary.21
Likewise, N. H. Tur-Sinai was masterful and extremely clever working with a wide range of
ancient Near Eastern and languages. This is a reality particularly evident in the section of his
commentary dedicated to the purported original text and translation of the book of Job—which he
strived to demonstrate was from an Aramaic prototype.22 Though it is apparent that Tur-Sinai’s
emphasis was not positioning Job in its ancient Near Eastern literary context, Tur-Sinai dedicates
surprisingly little space to comparative studies between Job and ancient Near Eastern material—
let alone compare the compositions’ depictions of the fate of the wicked. Nevertheless, both
Dhorme and Tur-Sinai demonstrated through their attention to ancient Near Eastern materials for
philological purposes, that an awareness of the literature of the world of the Bible had become
indispensable in order to competently translate and interpret Job.
Nevertheless, commentaries over the last generation of critical scholarship generally used
the ancient Near Eastern materials for more than philology. As translations of the ancient Near
Eastern compositions improved, and interpretations became more nuanced, scholars became better
able to compare the theology of these texts with biblical texts, and in particular, with Job. This is,
for the most part, the approach of H. H. Rowley, who notes that the Israelites, like many other
people groups, were troubled and perplexed by the problem of righteous suffering. Rowley
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observes the apparent thematic affinity that Job shares with some Egyptian, Akkadian, and
Sumerian literature,23 but predictably revisits the points of similarity and distinction between Job
and Ludlul—which by this point had seemingly become the point of departure for comparative
studies with Job. The focus of Rowley’s brief comparison is presumably to highlight the
differences between these compositions as opposed to emphasizing the similarities, which he
claims to be quite “superficial.” Nevertheless, Rowley demonstrates the theological inclination of
many interpreters of Job in light of comparable ancient Near Eastern literature in noting that the
major difference is that “Job never allows that his phenomenal sufferings can have been brought
about by his sin.”24 As significant and accurate as this observation may be, it is also a clear
indication of the perpetual emphasis upon the righteous sufferer motif without exploring the
injustice perceived by the sufferer upon considering the prosperity of the wicked.
Like Rowley, Marvin Pope concedes that the problem with which Job is concerned also
confounded the sages of the ancient Near East. Unlike Rowley, however, Pope provides extensive
quotations of Egyptian, Sumerian, and Akkadian literature25 to demonstrate the necessity of
broadly grasping the background and environment of the entire ancient Near East in order to
properly interpret Job. Pope’s approach to the ancient Near Eastern material is thus well-rounded
and draws from these materials for philological, theological, and literary purposes. While noting
that several Mesopotamian compositions treat the theological problem of suffering, Pope is keen
to point out that there are also materials that exhibit literary resemblances to the book of Job. For
example, Pope observes that “in literary form the Egyptian Dispute over Suicide bears some
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similarity to Job in that it begins and ends with prose sections, the middle being poetic soliloquy
by the wretched man.”26 In addition to this, Pope notes that the Sumerian “Man and his God”—
which he considers to be the forerunner of comparable subsequent Akkadian materials—
presupposes the doctrine of just retribution.

Concerning the Mesopotamian notion of just

retribution in relation to Job, Pope states:
When evil befalls a man, there is no recourse but to admit one’s guilt and praise
one’s god and plead for mercy…The attitude of Job’s comforters in the Dialogue
is essentially the same as that presupposed in the Sumerian composition [“Man and
His God”]: that the victim must have sinned and has no hope but to confess and
plead for forgiveness and restoration.27
This sensitivity to literary form and theology between Job and ancient Near Eastern
literature, as well as an emphasis upon philology in the commentary, resulted in an analysis
sensitive to idiosyncratic aspects of Job in relation to extra-biblical compositions. Accordingly,
Pope recognizes that “(t)he worldly success of the wicked in contrast to the sufferings of the
righteous was, and is, a vexatious problem to the thinking and feeling man and is a major concern
of the biblical wisdom literature.”28 Though not extending his commentary regarding the
prosperity of the wicked beyond the vexation experienced by the biblical writers, Pope’s
observation is, nevertheless, significant in presenting the necessity and validity of further
investigating this motif.
Juxtaposing Job and literature from the ancient Near East is not always as multifaceted as
Pope’s approach. In fact, Francis Andersen hardly dedicates space to philological comparisons in
his commentary, but rather, focuses on the literary background of Job derived from the ancient
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Near East, and suggests that the influence of ancient parallel compositions might be traced through
content, plot, and form. Andersen says little about similar content between Job and ancient Near
Eastern material, but importantly recognizes the parallels with didactic Egyptian instruction
literature—namely, “The Sayings of Amenemope.”29 As far as plot is concerned, Andersen notes
the superficial similarities between Job and the Ugaritic story of King Kirta who, as a respectable
king is bereaved of his family, yet whose fortunes ultimately turn after ritual prayers. 30 Andersen
then gives attention to Ludlul, yet interestingly suggests that the resemblance between the book of
Job and Ludlul is exclusively one of genre—a genre which recounts the poet’s sufferings.31 The
Sumerian “Man and His God,” however, shares Job’s sense of the burden of sin as well as the
antiquity of the theory that a “guilty man’s only hope is to move God to compassion.”32
Andersen’s comparisons are more extensive when relating similarities of the form of Job
to ancient Near Eastern literature—especially pertaining to dialogue. For instance, Andersen states
that the literary form of debate in the ancient Near East was intended to impress the audience
through the participants’ rhetoric, and was a method through which the ancients discussed issues
akin to the problem of divine injustice in light of suffering. The “Babylonian Theodicy,” is one of
these compositions, which Andersen asserts is “highly artificial in nature” like Job, in which the
sufferer dialogues with one or more friends in alternating stanzas. This manner of debate
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transcended Mesopotamia to Egypt as is evident in the “Dispute over Suicide” and “The Protests
of the Eloquent Peasant,” which are both compositions that exhibit the prose-poetry-prose pattern,
for the epilogue, dialogue, and prologue sections—similar to Job.33 These similarities do not, of
course, demonstrate any direct influence upon Job, but Andersen makes the astute observation of
the common usage of this literary A-B-A pattern across ancient Near Eastern cultures.34
Literary presentation of the book of Job is also the primary focus of Edwin Good, who
states that the most significant purpose of commentating on Job is “to investigate how the Book
of Job goes about happening as a book, as a work of literary art.” 35 As a result of this goal, many
of the common questions with regard to locating Job historically are not of great importance to
Good. This is noted in Good’s unambiguous comments regarding an analysis of speculative
background information. Good states that the “meaning in a literary work is in the work’s text,
and knowledge about its author’s life and even the author’s stated intentions about the book offer
no unambiguous assistance in interpretation.”36 Therefore, as opposed to embarking upon a quest
to discover what content of Job may have been borrowed from ancient Near Eastern compositions,
Good concentrates on the similarities in the modes of literary presentation between Job and other
ancient Near Eastern works. Good observes, along with Andersen, that Job uses a formal dialogue
in order to present the content of the composition and indicates that other works in the ancient
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Near East—namely, the “Babylonian Theodicy,” “The Dialogue of Pessimism,” and the Egyptian
“Dialogue of a Man and his Ba,” also used poetry as the method of literary presentation.37
Norman Habel takes an integrative approach in incorporating ancient Near Eastern
materials into his commentary by establishing connections between Job and the ancient Near
Eastern thought world in applicable sections. This appeal to the ancient Near Eastern materials is
performed after having first sought to interpret the passages from Job in the context of the book
and other biblical wisdom literature.38 This approach leads to several keen observations by Habel
to related imagery between Job in its biblical context and ancient Near Eastern materials. The
example most relevant to this study relates to Habel’s observation that Job’s companions used
imagery common in the ancient Near East in lengthy portrayals of the wicked, eventually implying
that he was indeed to be counted among them. More specifically, Habel discusses the shared
illustration of the lion between Job and the “Babylonian Theodicy” to reinforce Eliphaz’s
retribution theology.39 This shared imagery between Job and a similar composition from the
ancient Near East could have provided the ancient Israelite audience, who were familiar with this
material, a context in which to understand the book of Job.
Nevertheless, there are commentators who believe that similarities between Job and other
ancient Near Eastern literature—especially wisdom compositions—demonstrates more than just a
shared thought world, but rather, that the author of Job may have been influenced by the ancient
Near Eastern literary tradition. This is where John Hartley stands on the issue, suggesting that the
author of Job may have incorporated elements from the ancient Near East in determining the shape
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of Job, as opposed to borrowing the substance of these compositions.40 Nonetheless, Hartley notes
the general concern for disorder and human suffering through the ancient Near East which drove
these various cultures to compose literature similar to Job “sometimes in structure and other times
in thematic development.”41 With regard to structure, Hartley, like Andersen, notices that the long
speeches of an offended person that are evident in the “Protests of the Eloquent Peasant” are similar
in form, and in a mutual search for justice, to Job’s speeches.42 Concerning thematic development
Hartley notes that the weary protagonist in “A Dispute over Suicide” petitions the gods to defend
him, similarly to Job, and ultimately considers death to be an escape from the current distress. 43
Hartley eventually shifts focus from Egyptian compositions to Mesopotamian literature,
which treats the common issue of suffering, for potential influence.

Recognizing that the

Babylonian Ludlul is the most famous parallel to Job, Hartley compares, but mostly contrasts, a
series of compositions originating in Mesopotamia.44 Hartley ultimately concludes that
comparative work between Job and ancient Near Eastern materials essentially highlights Job’s
uniqueness despite any potential ancient Near Eastern influence upon the author.45 Perhaps it is
because of Hartley’s supposition that the ancient Near Eastern materials influenced the author of
Job “more in format than in substance”46 that there is hardly any acknowledgement of the
prosperity of the wicked as a theme in the review of the ancient Near Eastern compositions.
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The suggestion that the author of Job may have been directly influenced by ancient Near
Eastern compositions continues to draw interest, even in the most contemporary works on Job.
For instance, in his recent commentary, Tremper Longman III argues that the “Babylonian
Theodicy” maintains the closest relationship of the ancient Near Eastern materials to Job because
of the shared components of a dialogue between a sufferer and a companion regarding the problem
of unjust suffering. Longman implies that the author of Job may have been inspired by this
particular composition to craft Job in the form of a dialogue with the intent of pitting competing
viewpoints against one another. Job, however, differs from the Babylonian text in that the divine
voice ends the debate by providing a definitive viewpoint on the issues at hand, thereby resolving
the conflict. 47 C.-L. Seow, on the other hand, casts doubt on the idea that the dialogues of Job
were modelled after this Babylonian counterpart—though he does not unequivocally reject the
possibility. Seow’s apprehension comes from observations in the difference in genre and tropes,
tone and the quantity of friends—among other factors48—between the two compositions.
Additionally, Seow makes the important observation that texts like the “Babylonian Theodicy,”
which apparently treat the issue of unjust suffering, actually “assume that human beings are
inevitably sinful and bring suffering upon themselves.” 49 Seow asserts that the most persistent
feature in the comparable “righteous sufferer literature” is the absence of an identifiable reason for
suffering.50
Another related issue that continues to reappear in comparative studies between Job and
the ancient Near Eastern materials is the question of their mutual appeal to the doctrine of just
retribution and how it relates to the purpose of writing Job. A century after Delitzsch claimed that
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the primary purpose of Job was not about undermining the doctrine of just retribution, David Clines
asserts that Job, properly viewed in the context of other biblical wisdom literature and
Deuteronomy, “is an assault on the general validity of the doctrine of retribution.”51 Thus, it
appears that Clines’ handling of the ancient Near Eastern materials is carried out from this
perspective. In a very short section relating Job to Ancient Near Eastern literature, Clines mentions
the most prominent Near Eastern texts related to Job in Ugaritic, Egyptian, Babylonian, and
Sumerian,52 noting that there are shared rhetoric and motifs related to suffering, injustice, and
death across the ancient world.53 James Crenshaw, on the other hand, engages with the very same
texts, but takes a stimulating interpretive turn. Crenshaw argues that Job’s friends have due
warrant for their arguments by locating the companions’ theology in its ancient Near Eastern
setting and contending that, “(t)he friends argued from universally accepted beliefs about the brief
duration of a wicked person’s prosperity.”54

Nevertheless in the biblical texts, empirical

observation of the prosperity of the wicked calls into question the idealistic view of God’s justice.
Crenshaw’s reading of Job is particularly sensitive to inner-biblical allusions, especially to
Jeremiah, and points out the common struggle of reconciling the prosperity of the wicked with
God’s apparently inequitable ways.

For example, Psalm 73 commences with the psalmist

recognizing the goodness of God but confessing that experience does not always uphold this belief.
This tension is culminated when the psalmist mentions that the prosperity of the wicked is a
stumbling block, until the psalmist is able to see their dreadful end. Commenting on Jeremiah’s
confessions, Crenshaw states, “(h)ere the prophet complains that sinners prosper while he suffers
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from false accusations, but more important, Jeremiah accuses Yahweh of seduction and rape. In
Jeremiah’s eyes, the deity had betrayed loyalty, repaying it with contempt.”55 To Jeremiah, just
like to Job, God had become a personal adversary, treating a righteous person like a sinner while
conferring prosperity on the wicked.56 Crenshaw’s observations, which tie the ancient Near
Eastern thought world to the problem of the prosperity of the wicked expressed by biblical
characters, is not only a keen observation, but it is also paramount for the current study.
The modern critical period of biblical studies does not lack for commentary on the book of
Job which to some degree focuses on Job in its ancient Near Eastern linguistic and literary settings.
Much of this commentary approaches the topic of theodicy in Job and the ancient Near East quite
broadly, providing general comparisons. The prevalent observations of resemblances between the
compositions on the issue of theodicy—which were formerly groundbreaking upon the discovery
of parallel ancient Near Eastern materials—have evolved into traditional recurring explanations of
the similarities among these compositions.
Nevertheless, there is still much to be learned through comparative work with regard to
imagery, rhetoric, comparative philology, and literary features.

Therefore, the popular

observations should be viewed as the staging ground for further comparative investigations. For
example, almost all commentators expressly state the significance of locating Job in its ancient
Near Eastern linguistic context for philological purposes, suggesting the ongoing necessity of
considering these texts in conjunction with one another on lexical and rhetorical grounds.
Additionally, more than a few commentators have located Job within the ancient Near Eastern
wisdom genre, while others have noted the shared literary features of dialogue and poetry as
methods of presenting Job’s and other sufferers’ cases to either a deity or a companion. Scholars
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have also observed the shared traditional doctrine of just retribution between characters in the
ancient Near Eastern materials and the characters of Job. Hence, it is understandable why Ludlul
is the starting point of comparison for most commentators because of the emphasis on just
retribution in the ancient Near Eastern materials and the apparent unjust suffering of Job.
These observations, recognized and developed by modern commentators, remain helpful
for comparative work between Job and ancient Near Eastern materials related to the issue of
theodicy.

Nevertheless, the scope of the investigation among these materials has traditionally

been narrow, predominantly focusing on the righteous sufferer motif. Much more can be gleaned
from the ancient Near Eastern materials concerning the imagery and rhetoric of Job by expanding
the range of investigation to incorporate the problem of the prosperous wicked. This comparative
work could also benefit from the incorporation of ancient Near Eastern materials, the subject
matter and themes of which differ from the traditional pious sufferer compositions
1.2.2 Theodicy and the Fate of the Wicked in Literature on Job
Whereas biblical commentaries characteristically relate a given book to ancient Near
Eastern materials with the intent of explaining the biblical text, monographs, book chapters, and
articles benefit from topical, focused exposition. The numerous treatments regarding the issue of
theodicy and the suffering of the righteous in the book of Job have established a foundation for
discovering what this book might convey regarding the fate of the wicked. A topical review of
select literature that treats suffering in light of divine justice in the book of Job prepares the way
for an analysis relating to how Job portrays those who undeservedly prosper.
1.2.2.1 Theodicy and Perceptions of the Character of God in Job
Naturally, questions concerning God’s justice in light of the existence of righteous
suffering raise doubt about the noble character of God by the victim. Karl-Johan Illman argues
that Job’s view of God fluctuates between the prologue/epilogue sections and the dialogues.
18

Illman proposes that the Job of the prologue and epilogue “expresses the view that God has the
right to do whatever he likes with creation,”57 while the Job of the dialogues “directs severe
criticism against God precisely because God does what he pleases with creation.”58 According to
Illman the familial well-being of the wicked also causes Job to lack confidence in the justice of
God. Illman states, “to the Job of the dialogue, there is no difference between the just and evil”
because “he has observed how the children of the wicked live in safety.”59 Thus, Illman asserts
that at the conclusion of the story, the Job of the dialogues, though critical of God as a result of his
experiences, ultimately withdraws his complaint from before the deity.60
Contrarily, Greenstein argues against the idea that the book of Job presents a wavering
view of God’s character, contending that the “insights into God and God’s ways that we discover
in the prose tale are never really contradicted by anything one reads further on [in the book of Job]
and may, in fact, be reinforced as we read.”61 This is evident in the manner in which Job
approaches God. Job, as Greenstein argues, is defiant to the very end of the book, never
relinquishing his innocence.62 Job’s defiance reveals that Job joins a tradition of biblical characters
who spoke honestly with God, taking him to task.63 Whether what Job was saying was true or not
regarding his suffering or the fate of the wicked,64 at least he was consistent in speaking honestly
based upon his experience. Thus, according to Greenstein, the issue at hand in Job is not simply
how Job views the character of God, but also the nature of the argument about God itself. It is
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about how candidly someone can talk to, and even disagree with, God and God’s ways.65 Through
Job’s truthful speech, he deals with his pain and the fortune of the wicked by straightforwardly
addressing God by using vivid imagery and ingenious rhetoric.
1.2.2.2 Rhetoric and Imagery in Job and the Ancient Near East
The poetic masterpiece of Job is steeped in metaphor and imagery. Several scholars have
pointed out the necessity to unpack the figurative language in Job in order to gain an understanding
of what Job says about the wicked. Notably, Carol Newsom points out that the dialogues of the
book of Job do not overtly describe wickedness itself but rather, “the poems invest their
considerable energy on the sharply focused moment of the wicked person’s collapse, terror, and
destruction.”66 Therefore, it is necessary to analyze the tropes in Job in order to follow the
argumentation throughout the dialogues and grasp how the poet depicts the wicked. Properly
understanding the imagery—especially the imagery utilized by Job’s companions in chapters 15,
18, and 20—leads to the conclusion, according to Newsom, that “all of the images in the poems
are repetitive variations of a single feature, the insubstantiality of the wicked.”67 It is particularly
helpful to keep this point in mind upon arriving at Job’s harangue against his friend’s depictions
of the destruction of the wicked and their prosperity in chapter 21.
In a similar vein, Greenstein stresses the importance of grappling with the figurative
language of Job in order to comprehend what it asserts about the fate of the wicked. As an example
of this, Greenstein treats Zophar’s comments in 20:15, “He (the wicked) swallows wealth, but then
regurgitates it; God dispossesses him of it from his (the wicked’s) belly.”68 The immediate context
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of this verse suggests that wealth should be understood, as poisoned food is understood, to be
metaphorical for ill-gotten gain. Ingesting wealth makes one sick and the wicked are forced to
vomit. However, the second colon of this verse indicates that it is not actually the food that induces
the regurgitation, but rather, Zophar’s claim is that God causes the vomiting as an act of just
retribution.
This example clarifies the necessity of analyzing the rhetoric and imagery in Job for
judicious interpretation. Even better exegetical explanations of various passages dealing with the
fate of the wicked can be accomplished by looking outside of the Bible and gleaning from
comparable ancient Near Eastern literature that exhibits analogous language and word pictures.
Several ancient Near Eastern compositions not only display similar language to Job’s, but also
deal with the prominent theological issue of retributive justice.
1.2.2.3 Retributive Justice in Job
The concept of theodicy is a theological problem only if God is assumed to be just.69 If
God is good and just, it is then expected that God would compensate people for their righteousness
and, correspondingly, punish the evildoer. Job handles the apparent injustice that befalls him by
communicating his experience, reiterating his innocence, portraying the depths of his suffering,
and demanding that God give him a trial. Job’s friends, contrastingly, deal with theodicy by
communicating dogma—the model of just retribution.70 Because of this, Job grows terribly
disappointed in his friends because they “fail to deal with the profound dimensions of his
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suffering,”71 and constantly strive to find fault in Job that would explain his misfortune. Job’s
friends indicate that “if the law of retribution is still in force, Job should be rehabilitated” if he is
innocent.72
Nevertheless, the doctrine of retribution is not a valid option, as Greenstein points out: “the
narrator, in the prose tale that opens the book of Job, removes the doctrine of retribution from the
table as a possible cause of Job’s suffering.”73 Thus, the relevant discussion of the prosperity of
the wicked arises in the second round of speeches because “if the wicked succeed, it attests to the
failure of the conventional biblical principle of retribution; it demonstrates the same systemic
failure one finds in the suffering of the innocent.”74 As a result of Job’s companions’ view of the
active, universally-applicable doctrine of just retribution—along with Job’s necessity to hold to
his integrity—he is compelled to disagree with them. This dissension leads to an impasse—the
depths of which only the reader can fully perceive.
Scholarship has extensively focused on the companions’ emphasis upon just retribution
and has long compared it to the theology of related ancient Near Eastern documents. However,
several scholars have also remarked on the vexing problem of the prosperity of the wicked that the
doctrine of just retribution eventually leads one to consider. Gerald Mattingly relates the issues of
theodicy and the prosperity of the wicked to the Sumerian “Man and His God” as well as the
“Babylonian Theodicy” and concludes that the Hebrew and Mesopotamian sages agreed on the
sinful nature of humankind, retribution based upon one’s actions, and the necessity to appeal to a
deity in order to solve the dilemma of pious suffering. 75 Moshe Weinfeld agrees that the
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“Babylonian Theodicy” treats the problem of righteous suffering, and points out that this is
accomplished in dialogical form, which are both similarities to Job. Weinfeld additionally
observes that this dialogue leads to a discussion about the prosperity of the wicked and calls
attention to the fact that, “(i)n both works [Job and the “Babylonian Theodicy”] the sufferer
deplores the success of the evildoer and the failure of the righteous while the friend justifies God’s
ways and supports the case of divine retribution.”76
Thorkild Jacobsen endeavors to reconstruct the emergence of the doctrine of just
retribution in Mesopotamia by relating it to a change in the theological paradigm concerning the
responsibility of the gods pertaining to justice. According to Jacobsen, this change occurred at
some point between the 3rd and 2nd millennia B.C.E. which is when the gods shifted from an
intransitive state to a transitive state. The transitive view of the gods assigned them responsibility
for justice and moral order in society.77 The pragmatic effect of the gods becoming more transitive
was that it personalized the actions of the divine and provoked the emergence of “personal
religion.” Jacobsen describes personal religion as:
…a particularly recognized religious attitude in which the religious individual sees
himself as standing in close personal relationship to the divine expecting help and
guidance in his personal life and personal affairs, expecting divine anger and
punishment if he sins, and love for him if he sincerely repents. In sum: the
individual matters to God, God cares about him personally and deeply.78
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Jacobsen then suggests that this aspect of personal religion deeply influenced Israel during
the first millennium. Jacobsen states, “when we come down to the first millennium when Israel’s
religious thinking took form, Mesopotamian influence and ideas are so pervasive that the attitude
of personal religion may be considered to be part of the general cultural environment.”79
Nevertheless, personal religion led to a problem in that personal experience exposed the limitations
of the paradigm. That is to say, within a personal religion, the follower would eventually believe
that “love for me must sway the universe off its course to help and sustain me.” However, in due
time the “dispassionate, terrifying, cosmic aspect of the divine which governed the way things
really are and really happen”80 was disclosed. This, according to Jacobsen, is the religious
consciousness from where the problem of the righteous sufferer emerged in Mesopotamia which
is dealt with in two notable works—Ludlul and the “Babylonian Theodicy.”81 The biblical book
of Job, however, presents the solution to this problem of the self-involved sufferer, according to
Jacobsen. Jacobsen concludes that in the divine speeches of Job, “the imbalance is readdressed.
The personal egocentric view of the sufferer—however righteous—is rejected.”82
Ronald Williams offers a hypothesis concerning how this retributive principle eventually
became adopted by ancient Israel’s religion. Williams acknowledges the theory that traditional
religious concepts about suffering were called into question by the Mesopotamians as a result of
the catastrophic domination of the Old Babylonians by the Kassites around 1675 B.C.E. In a
similar vein, Williams claims that the Assyrian and Babylonian invasions of Israel and Judah
respectively, caused such a severe breakdown in the social organization of these communities that
a heightened sense of individualism resulted. This sense of individualism brought about a
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reapplication of the Deuteronomistic blessings and curses, which were initially intended to be
carried out upon the entire community of Israel. The Deuteronomistic rewards and punishments
could no longer be adopted by the community as a whole during the exiles, rather individuals were
blessed or cursed for their own actions. This is an idea that is initially manifested in Ezekiel 18.83
Shortly after William’s chapter initially appeared, Olegario García de la Fuente published
an article entitled “La Prosperidad del Malvado en el Libro de Job y en los Poemas Babilónicos
del «Justo Paciente»”84 in which he independently argued, like Williams, that the concept of just
retribution evolved through an increased sense of individualism which developed in exile and
forced the community to consider their personal responsibilities in relation to God. De la Fuente,
nevertheless adds to William’s argument in at least two ways. Initially, he significantly recognizes
that the individualization which transpired in exile led the displaced community to reconsider two
aspects of theodicy which frustrated ancient writers, “¿Cómo se concilia la justicia de Dios con el
sufrimiento del justo y la prosperidad del malvado?”85
In addition to this, de la Fuente suggests that the lack of clear revelation of life after death,
or Sheol, in ancient times provided no consolation to the people, as well as no indication of justice.
Therefore, Israel in exile possessed one main theological view with regard to the judgment of God.
The judgment of God was realized during the present life. On the one hand, compensation for a
good life consisted of temporary rewards, and triumph in this life was considered a sign of internal
sanctity. On the other hand, misfortune was considered an unequivocal sign of sin. Accordingly,
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those who were rewarded in life were essentially righteous while those who suffered misfortune
were wicked.
The major problem with this theological rationale emerged when observations indicated
the antithesis of this postulation. De la Fuente identifies a potential solution to one side of this
puzzling situation by those who hold the view of retributive justice. When bad things happened
to people who appeared to be righteous, these occurrences could be attributed to secret or past sins.
However, the opposite—that is, the prosperity of the wicked—is a much more challenging
dilemma to resolve, and therefore, should receive appropriate attention when dealing with the
doctrine of just retribution in Job and the ancient Near East. In de la Fuente’s own words, “…era
mucho más difícil justificar la prosperidad del malvado. Es muy posible que antes de plantearse
el problema del dolor del inocente se viese palpable el escándalo de la de la felicidad del impío.
Al fin son dos aspectos de un mismo problema.”86 De la Fuente properly discerns that in order for
questions of righteous suffering and the prosperity of the wicked to be adequately treated, they
must be analyzed in light of one another.
Regardless of the exact reason for the emergence of the doctrine of just retribution in the
ancient Near East and its appearance within the dialogues of Job, it must be noted that this issue is
never directly treated in the book. The answer to theodicy and the reason for Job’s suffering are
not revealed. Similarly, Job’s observations of the wicked prospering are never disproved. As
noted by Albertson, retribution is not corrected, or even reevaluated—rather, it is ultimately
disregarded. The issue of theodicy is redirected towards true wisdom.87 This emphasis on wisdom
recalls what scholars have reiterated since the discovery of comparable materials from the ancient
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Near East—namely, that Job corresponds to the greater world of ancient Near Eastern wisdom
compositions.
1.2.3 Job in the World of Wisdom
The sapiential tradition of the ancient Near East is noted to have made lists in order to
classify certain phenomena according to their corresponding properties. John Gray argues that the
classification of things in nature and society by scribes in the ancient Near East served not only to
train them in cuneiform and hieroglyphic scripts, but also demonstrated a profound belief in a
“divinely appointed Order in nature and society”—i.e. the Egyptian ma’at, the Sumerian me, and
the Hebrew  צדקand משפט.88 Gray contends that the ancient Near Eastern sages’ deep concern for
order in their societies provided the context for the “general principle of cause and effect, sin and
retribution, virtue and reward, as in the conventional wisdom tradition of the Old Testament
represented by Proverbs and by Job and his interlocutors.”89 This heavy emphasis on order,
according to Gray, caused the people to perceive a great discrepancy between their ideology and
the perception of unrighteous suffering, or of the wicked prospering. Hence, the emergence of just
retribution, which Gray believes the author of Job treated upon deliberately adopting the
characteristics of the ancient Near Eastern wisdom genre.90
Gray is not alone in suggesting that the issue of just retribution was related to the ancient
Near Eastern sages’ concern for order. Leo Perdue, similarly, contends that the doctrine of
retribution stemmed from the sage’s perception of divine order in the universe. Furthermore,
Perdue considers the literary corpus of the ancient Near East to be the primary literary context for
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the Bible.91 These two positions are relevant in understanding Perdue’s view of how ancient Near
Eastern sages perceived cosmic order and how this related to biblical wisdom literature:
Sapiential epistemology centered on the revelation of God in the orders that
undergirded all life. The patterns that guide the phenomena of nature and human
society pointed to relationality, consistency and repetition. Drawing on cosmic
mythology, the wise believed that God through wisdom established a beneficent,
life-giving order (צדקה, ‘justice, righteousness, harmony’) which permeated the
world, giving it coherence, regularity, harmony and beauty…through close
observation, the evaluation of experience, critical reflection, and elegant crafting of
language, powers of knowledge granted by God to the wise, sages conceptualized
the features and dictates of cosmic and societal order in their instructions which
they imparted to their students.92
Perdue also argues that Israelite wisdom stemmed from a “common source of knowledge”
because the ancient Israelite religious genres were heavily indebted to the mythic traditions of the
surrounding cultures.93 Concerning this point John Walton correspondingly states, “it should be
no surprise that…Israelite literature would reflect not only the specific culture of the Israelites but
many aspects of the larger culture of the ancient Near East.”94 This seems to have been particularly
true in connection with working through the vexing theological problem of apparent divine
injustice that traversed several ancient Near Eastern civilizations.
Yair Hoffman points out that the design of the book of Job would have also been familiar
in the ancient Near Eastern literary world. As Hoffman puts it, “(n)o matter how creative he was,
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and surely he was an exceptionally creative and inventive artist, the author of Job, like any other
artist, could not have been totally detached from the artistic milieu of his culture.”95 According to
Hoffman, the cultural environment that shaped the artistic conventions of Job were the whole of
biblical literature as well as the world of ancient Near Eastern wisdom compositions. Hoffman is
not alone in his opinion concerning the writer of Job being familiar with literary techniques and
motifs from the wisdom compositions of the ancient world. John Gray comments to this end
stating that “the sages also knew of the literary prototype in the Mesopotamian tradition of the
worthy sufferer which they elaborated with emphasis rather on the moral problem of the Dialogue
than the final vindication in the Epilogue.”96
The assessment that the author of Job overtly reflected literary techniques and the
theological quandaries prevalent in the wisdom literature of his time persists in recent scholarship.
Thus, several modern scholars have reflected upon the genius of the author of Job. Konrad
Schmid’s comments are representive of this in noting that, “…the degree of education and
intelligence it would have taken to compose the Book of Job would have been impossible for a
person not trained in the scholarly tradition.”97 Schmid explicitly mentions the high degree of
scholarly knowledge in Israelite, Egyptian, Mesopotamian, and Greek texts that would have been
necessary to write the dialogues of Job. This indicates, in his opinion, that the writer was likely a
professional scribe from the Jerusalem temple.
What is important to note about Schmid’s observations is the emphasis he places on the
idea that the writer of Job may have been a trained scholar familiar with the traditions of other
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civilizations.98 In a similar vein, Sara Denning-Bolle specifically indicates the adaptability of the
wisdom traditions in diverse ancient Near Eastern civilizations. With regard to wisdom in
Mesopotamia and other cultures, Denning-Bolle states that the ancients “could converse with each
other about wisdom across national boundaries and there is no evidence that they were ever upset
about problems of translation between them. What is most important to us is that what came to
their mind with ‘wisdom’ inspired them in very ordinary conversation.”99 Hence, wisdom stirred
within and across the civilizations of the ancient Near East.
1.2.4 Job in the Literary World of the Ancient Near East
The conspicuous aspects that are shared between Job and ancient Near Eastern wisdom
materials—both at the literary and theological levels—have led scholars to question how these
features proliferated and transcended various civilizations. Some scholars have suggested that the
roots of this wisdom tradition started in schools that promoted writing wisdom compositions as
parts of their curricula. Concerning the wisdom tradition in Sumer, Bendt Alster states that “it is
highly possible that they [Sumerian wisdom compositions] originated in the atmosphere of the
Sumerian scribal schools, the edubba of the early second millennium B.C., which undoubtedly left
lasting marks in the literary creativity of the following centuries, even far outside the original
Mesopotamian arena.”100

This is to say, the wisdom tradition of Sumer which produced

compositions like the Sumerian “Man and His God” may have been the impetus for the
propagation of the common features that biblical wisdom literature shares with compositions from
other ancient Near Eastern civilizations. Scribal schools may have also been present in Egypt
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according to Katharine Dell, who points out that the “Instruction of Amenemopet…was used as a
school text for many centuries and ‘copied’ by successive generations of those learning to
write.”101
Dell’s observation is particularly significant because of the oft-treated, almost identical
section shared between the “Instruction of Amenemope”102 and the biblical wisdom book of
Proverbs103—as well as some shared imagery between Amenemope and Job.104 Some have
suggested that this close resemblance of Israel’s compositions to others in the ancient Near East
might be a result of scribal interaction. Scribal contact is an issue discussed by David Carr, who
asserts that there was indeed shared scribal activity between Egypt and Israel.105 Carr states:
There are some indicators that Egypt played a particularly important role in the
genesis of state scribalism in early Judah and Israel…Yet there is more specific
evidence of Egyptian influence on early highland written textuality…In addition,
we have widespread documentation for the use of Egyptian hieratic numerals in
later highland inscriptions. Since these numerals were not used in Egypt itself
during the time of the later monarchy and do not appear to have been used in
Phoenicia at all, they probably were adopted directly from Egypt at an early point
in the development of the Judean/Israelite monarchies.106
Karel van der Toorn additionally comments on the influence of Egyptian scribes on
Israelite literature, stating that, “(s)cribes interpreted texts and tongues: the knowledge of foreign
languages was part of their profession. The cosmopolitan spirit of scribal culture made it open to
influences from the outside world,” hence, “the influence of Egypt in pre-exilic times…on the
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scribal culture of Israel, and thus on the Bible, is widely recognized.”107 This interaction between
Israelite and Egyptian scribes might explain the verbatim sections of Proverbs and Amenemope.
However, it is not necessary to look further than the attestations of the internal witness of the
Hebrew Bible to see that there was interaction, not only between the kingdoms of the Bible, but
also sages from other countries.

As Carr states, “(b)iblical texts themselves attest to the

international character of instructional literature. They attribute wisdom to non-Israelite sages
(e.g. 1 Kgs 5:10-11 [ET 4:30-31]; Psalms 88 and 89 [both ‘wisdom songs’— ;]משכילProv 30:1;
31:1; Job)…”108 It is therefore, plausible that words, phrases, imagery, and literary techniques
could have been transmitted among ancient Near Eastern sages and scribes, and in due course
made it into the literature of various kingdoms.109 The potential influence of Amenemope upon a
section of Proverbs110 could be enough evidence to suggest the possibility of this type of sharing
in other wisdom texts as well—perhaps even with Job.111
Nevertheless, striving to ascertain how texts from different ancient civilizations came to
resemble one another based upon potential scribal activity can be arduous with few definitive
results. For this undertaking to be properly carried out it necessarily requires, not only providing
a theory concerning how literature was transmitted from one culture to another, but also analysis
of literary genres and formats, in addition to consideration of the historical and sociological
contexts in which the compositions were produced. For these reasons, John Walton suggests a
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less stringent method of comparison which analyzes a traceable continuum of thought concerning
certain matters in the ancient Near East. Walton states that there is enough common ground across
ancient Israel and other civilizations in order to evaluate their shared cognitive environments. 112
Hence, to Walton, the question does not so much concern if and how ancient Near Eastern cultures
borrowed ideas and literature from one another through their scribes. Rather, Walton claims that
the ideas which Israel shared with the ancient Near Eastern civilizations around them simply
reflected the concepts that they held in common with their ancient Near Eastern environment. 113
The texts of the ancient Near East give the biblical interpreter a window into the cognitive
environments that were prevalent in the region during the biblical period. Hence, Walton notes
that a “cognitive environment is shared and can result in similarities in literature that are simply
the outgrowth of that common cognitive environment, perhaps stimulated by occasional, vague,
or indirect exposure to foreign literature.”114 This is evident in Job, according to Walton, in that
the author uses the mentality of the ancient Near East—represented in the just retribution paradigm
of Job’s friends—with the intent of countering it, thereby accomplishing the point of the book.115

1.3 Goals of this Study
This review of select commentaries and other literature that considers Job in its ancient
Near Eastern context highlights the significance of broadly understanding the ancient literary
world for proper interpretation. The ancient wisdom tradition particularly sheds light upon the
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common theological motifs, shared literary techniques, rhetoric, and imagery between Job and its
ancient Near Eastern parallels, thereby providing not only a pragmatic foundation, but also an
impetus for further comparative investigation. Nonetheless, additional comparative analysis
would benefit from a redirection in emphasis—one that affirms the obvious righteous sufferer
motif, while also giving worthy accentuation to the other corresponding themes that contribute to
the unique character of the book.
The prosperity of the wicked is an underexplored theme in the book of Job. Few have
considered this significant motif to be a main theme of the book, let alone focus on the exegesis of
specific passages that apply to the fate of the wicked and suggest how this analysis might relate to
the purpose of the book at large. Additionally, reviewing the scholarly literature that focuses on
Job in its ancient Near Eastern literary context reveals the paucity of work that concentrates on a
thorough comparative analysis of the depictions of the prosperity of the wicked in the book of Job,
the Hebrew Bible in general, and other ancient Near Eastern literature.
This work will extensively focus on the theme of the prosperity of the wicked in the book
of Job, other biblical and extra-biblical literature, and is a necessary project in a discipline where
the majority of the past research has concentrated on only a portion of the issue at hand. A
comparative study of Job in relation to other biblical texts (e.g., Proverbs and Psalms), and vis à
vis other ancient Near Eastern literature will lend insight into the significance of the rhetoric and
imagery in the first and second dialogical cycles where the theme concerning the fate of the wicked
is especially prominent. An improved understanding of the rhetoric and imagery of these sections
will inevitably inspire heightened appreciation of the poetry of Job, and reflect the genius of the
writer.
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1.4 Research Methods
This research is essentially pragmatic in that it strives to present intelligible readings of Job
in the contexts of the book, the Bible, and the ancient Near East, that portray the theme of the
prosperity of the wicked as a major motif throughout the first two dialogues. Much can be learned
from Habel, whose method of reading emphasizes, in order of importance, understanding the
biblical text in its contexts. Habel states:
We have sought to interpret each verse by determining its sense in the immediate
context of the unit where it is embedded, in the context of speeches by the same
character or related speeches by another character, in the literary context of the
book of Job as a whole (including the so-called epilogue and prologue), in the wider
context of biblical wisdom literature and the Old Testament in general, and finally
within the broad context of related materials from the world of the ancient Near
East.116
Habel’s progression of reading, and his inclusion of the prologue and epilogue, are
fundamental to this study, which focuses on the book of Job as it is currently constituted in the
Masoretic Text.117 Thus, this is essentially a synchronic reading of the entirety of the book as
presented in the MT as the starting point of analysis.118 Nevertheless, the tools of modern critical
study enable examination of various textual witnesses of the Bible as well as extra-biblical
materials. The following sections present concise justifications and methodologies relating to the
five areas that are emphasized in this comparative study.
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1.4.1 Textual Criticism
While continuing to relate to the book of Job as a whole, this study distinctly centers on

Why just
these two?
the portions of the first two dialogical cycles that display the emergence of the doctrine of just Why not all
the cycles
retribution, and the intensification of accusations against Job. This section culminates with Job’s and book?

extensive criticism of his companions’ dogma in chapter 21. In order to ascertain the most
responsible comparative analysis of the sections of the first two cycles of dialogue which relate to
the fate of the wicked, it is necessary to establish the biblical text under consideration. Therefore,
before an evaluation of the meaning of any given text, the major problematic textual issues within
the passage must be addressed. The relationships between the current MT and the various textual
witnesses (e.g., Old Greek, Targums, and Latin) will be considered with the intent of coming closer
to putative original form(s) of the relevant pericopes.
1.4.2 Philology
Establishing a passage through textual criticism does not determine what the language of a
particular text is intended to convey. In order to ascertain what the language of the text means, it
is necessary to turn to philology. Philology is the next reasonable course of action after textual
criticism when exegeting passages in Job because of the well-noted difficult sections and numerous
hapax legomena characteristic of the book. This project is distinctly philological as it intends to
locate the fundamental meaning of the language of a given passage in order to understand the text
of Job in its ancient Near Eastern linguistic context.
Therefore, the selected passages from Job will be analyzed by paying close attention to
what the context suggests relative to the meanings of words and phrases.

Additionally,

observations will be made regarding how words and meanings may have developed throughout
the course of various stages of the Hebrew language. The incorporation of a comparative
component into the linguistic analysis will be helpful in transcending the Hebrew language to other
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Semitic languages, of the same or different time periods, in order to glean the potential significance
of words and phrases from these language systems. Only subsequent to establishing the text and
discovering the significance of the words of a given passage, will it then be possible to analyze a
given passage as a unit. The imagery of these sections of Job will then be examined in addition to
a rhetorical and theological analysis.
1.4.3 Imagery
This area of analysis incorporates an exploration of the related ancient Near Eastern extrabiblical texts which include comparable imagery to that which is used during the discussions on
the fate of wicked during the first two rounds of dialogue in Job. Since the wicked are those who
do not honor God, it will be important to analyze imagery in thematically corresponding literature
in which others are portrayed as impious. An advantage of analyzing texts at the level of imagery
is that symbols and metaphors permit the exploration of similar themes among related languages
as well as different languages groups. This analysis will be performed with the intent of examining
the ideas that may have been shared between non-biblical compositions and Job.
This analysis of imagery will be carried about by reading the respective texts in conjunction
with one another and not looking for diachronic particulars or searching for dependence. Hence,
the phrase intertextuality can be applied in the manner used by Greenstein as “a way of looking at
texts in relation to one another, bringing to bear the fact that just as all discourse incorporates,
comprises, already made discourse, so do all texts incorporate, comprise, already made texts.”119
Viewing texts in this manner, there is no need to look for chronological precedence while analyzing
imagery. Greenstein continues, “(t)here is no reason that one cannot read texts one before the
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other rather than side by side if one chooses to, without committing oneself to a historical claim
of chronological precedence.”120 In agreement with these cogent statements, I will explore
imagery connected with the fate of the wicked, starting with Job and moving to texts from the
ancient Near East, with the intent of analyzing how the shared imagery contributes to
understanding the sections of Job that relate to this issue.
1.4.4 Rhetorical Criticism/Considerations
Rhetoric, as it is defined as the art of persuasion,121 was used by the poet of Job to depict
Job’s friends’ developing their speeches with the intent of compellingly outlining their main points
within the context of the ancient Near East. Job’s companions presented their arguments in a
convincing manner throughout their discourses, striving to initially compel Job to change his ways.
My goal in rhetorically analyzing the text of select passages in Job is to examine how each section
is crafted in order to persuasively depict the points of the characters. I intend to analyze the
infrastructure of each passage and its component parts with a focus on providing the most sensible

120

Ibid. 68.
Leo G. Perdue, "Introduction," in Scribes, Sages, and Seers: The Sage in the Eastern Mediterranean
World (ed. Leo Perdue; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2008), 10. The discussion on rhetoric is on pp. 10-12.
James Muilenburg pioneered the notion that rhetorical analysis as it pertains to the Hebrew Bible is concerned with
“understanding the nature of Hebrew literary composition, in exhibiting the structural patterns that are employed for
the fashioning of a literary unit, whether in poetry or prose, and in discerning the many and various devices by which
the predications are formulated and ordered into a unified whole.” James Muilenburg, "Form Criticism and Beyond,"
88 (1969): 8. According to Muilenburg, the first step of this rhetorical analysis entails ascertaining the particular
sections of a biblical text that treats a specific topic and determining where they begin and end. Establishing the scope
of the distinct pericopes permits the researcher to consequently analyze the delineated unit and search for the
significance of the primary motif of the passage (p. 9). After establishing the pericopes, this analysis progresses to
determine the infrastructure of each composition as well as seeking out its component parts. In exposing and analyzing
the component parts of a particular section, the researcher strives to discover the authorial intent. Muilenburg lucidly
states that, “a responsible and proper articulation of the words in their linguistic patterns and in their precise formations
will reveal to us the texture and fabric of the writer’s thought, not only what it is and he thinks, but as he thinks it” (p.
10).
Phyllis Trible specifically points out five issues that have emerged regarding Muilenburg’s method since his
1968 Society of Biblical Literature presidential address. The foremost concern that Trible presents is that Muilenburg’s
method may not be adequately concerned with discovering how the author(s) utilize rhetoric to write persuasively.
An additional concern is that Muilenburg never makes clear as to whether rhetorical analysis is a synchronic or
diachronic approach. Phyllis Trible, Rhetorical Criticism: Context, Method, and the Book of Jonah (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1994), 33-47. All of these concerns factor into the research method for the current work—a synchronic
investigation which endeavors to observe how Job’s friends used exquisite language to prove their points.
121

38

explanation regarding how the unit relates to our topic. This analysis does not necessarily concern
itself with striving to discover the author’s original thoughts or intentions, but rather, to make sense
out of Job’s and his friends’ often challenging speeches.

I will mainly study these texts

synchronically: yet, I will use diachronic tools when necessary in order to investigate how a
particular word, phrase, or idea might have developed through time.
1.4.5 Theological Perspectives
At its most fundamental level, the biblical text considers the nature of the religious beliefs
of, not only Israel, but also her neighbors. More specifically, the question regarding the prosperity
of the wicked is inherently a theological matter because it belongs to the problem of theodicy,
which is an issue that presupposes the divine. Therefore, as I systematically analyze the texts at
hand, I intend to continuously consider the characters’ portrayal of the divine and potential
allusions made directly to deities, or through allusion and metaphorical imagery.

These

observations from the biblical text will serve as the basis for comparative theological reflection
with extra-biblical texts.

1.5 A Contribution to Comparative Work
The goals stated above will be pursued in an effort to set the trajectory of this particular
study toward an emphasis on one of the shared themes between Job and ancient Near Eastern
literature that is commonly overlooked. The goal is not, of course, to propose a reductionistic
overarching theme of the entire book (e.g. the righteous sufferer motif) by suggesting that the
prosperity of the wicked is the most dominant and/or important subject of Job. This type of claim,
in fact, would inherently depreciate research on other topics shared by Job and ancient Near
Eastern literature. It is my hope that this project will be a small step in advancing the comparative
work carried out by scholars of Job and ancient Near Eastern literature by broadening the
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discussion to include various themes shared by the book of Job and the plethora of diverse literature
that has emerged from ancient civilizations around Israel.122
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2 Round 1—“The Problem of the Prosperity of the Wicked”
2.1 Introduction to the Conflict over the Fate of the Wicked
Job’s friends were supposed to provide consolation. Upon seeing Job in his wretched state,
they tore their clothes, sat with him and wept, not saying a word for seven days. It was not until
Job cursed the day of his birth that his friends felt the need to respond. Eliphaz, presumably the
eldest, speaks first, provoking a thread of conversation relating to the fate of the wicked that
develops and increases in intensity over the first two rounds of dialogue, until it is ultimately
culminated by Job’s response in chapter 21.
As the discussion over the first two rounds progresses, Job’s friends eventually conclude
that he has transgressed, whether he knows it or not, and therefore must endure the retribution
associated with his offense. Job’s friends are not alone in their conclusions that breaching the
commands of the divine provokes affliction. Jean Bottéro notes the common thought amongst
sufferers in ancient Mesopotamia which consisted of “a posteriori reasoning that [misfortune] most
often implied, in the absence of any memory of a consciously committed sin was that ‘If I am
unhappy it is because I must have sinned!’”123 Likewise, Job’s friends are confident by the second
round of speeches that he is unhappy because he must have sinned. This becomes progressively
evident by their comparison of Job’s circumstances to the egregious fate of the wicked—starting
with Zophar in chapter 11.
Job, indeed, had not committed any transgression worthy of the suffering he encounters.
Though never claiming to be sinless, Job feared God and proved to be exceedingly conscientious
in his cultic responsibilities. Nevertheless, Job suffered. However, it was not simply Job’s
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suffering that caused him to reflect upon the justice of God. Job’s anguish despite his religious
diligence, along with his observations that the wicked wrongly prosper, lead Job to conclude that
God is unjust. Furthermore, Job’s friends delineate their perspective of the retribution of the
wicked, and by the end of the second round of speeches, Job conspicuously fits into their blueprint.
In lieu of providing consolation, Job’s companions provoke Job to indict God by suggesting that
he is one of the wicked, and eventually denounce him as such. This chapter is a survey of selected
passages which follow the conversation regarding the fate of the wicked in the first round of
speeches.

2.2 “Evil or Agitated”: The Meaning of  רשעיםin Job 3:17
Finding those passages which relate to the fate of the wicked is key in tracking the thread
of discussion relating to this issue between Job and his companions. A reasonable starting point
is the analysis of the first passage where the word “ ָׁרשָׁ עwicked”124 appears in Job. Yet, an
investigation into the word  ָׁרשָׁ עin Job 3:17 yields not only an unexpected result, but also
foreshadows the perpetual need to carefully decipher rhetoric and context throughout Job in order
to properly follow the characters’ discussion concerning the fate of the wicked.
2.2.1 Summary and the Traditional Understanding of  ְרשָׁ עִ יםin Job 3:17
Peculiar circumstances surround the first time the word  ָׁרשָׁ עis used in Job 3:17. This verse
is conventionally translated:
“There the wicked cease from troubling, and
there the weary are at rest.” (NRSV)

שָׁ ם ְרשָׁ עִ ים חָׁ ְדלּו רֹ גֶז וְ שָׁ ם יָׁנּוחּו יְ גִ י ֵעי כֹ ח

Most commentators and Bible translations render the word  ְרשָׁ עִ יםas “wicked,” suggesting
that the second line of 3:17 indicates that the wicked cease trembling in the realm of the dead.125
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However, this rendering is not universally accepted126 and it is essential to understand what this
passage communicates about the  ְרשָׁ עִ יםin order to assess how it might relate to the discussion
concerning the fate of the wicked.
In the context of this passage, Job curses the day of his birth (v. 3) and wishes he had
immediately died upon leaving the womb (v. 11). Job then envisions what it would be like in the
realm of the dead (v. 13) had he perished.127 There he claims he would be quiet )(אֶ ְשקֹוט, implying
the calming of his distress, which is further corroborated by the verb  אֶ ְשקֹוטin parallel with the
phrase “ יָׁנּוח לִ יit would be at rest for me.” Job perceives the location of the dead as a resting place
from his intolerable life where he would enjoy the company of nobility (vv. 14-15).128 Job’s desire
of death upon exiting the womb intensifies until he exclaims that he wishes he would have been
stillborn and would have never seen light (v. 16).129 In this statement, Job equates light ( )אֹורwith
the realm of the living. Seeing the light is a privilege bestowed upon those who have been born
alive, and is a benefit denied to those who are in the grave and/or stillborn.130
After wishing he had been stillborn, Job takes another trip into the realm of the dead and
describes what it would be like if he were there (v. 17). In v. 17b, Job states that the weary are
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130
Ibid., 48. Perdue states, “(l)ife is described in terms of the gift of light, which in the context of birth
imagery points to the first experience of the newborn child.” Wisdom in Revolt, 102. The dichotomy between light
and darkness in Job is further treated in section 4.1.
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able to rest ( )יָׁנּוחּוin the realm of the dead. The traditional approach to the first line of v. 17 is to
identify the  ְרשָׁ עִ יםwho dwell in the realm of the dead with the wicked and suggest that they cease
trembling ()חָׁ ְדלּו רֹ גֶז. Following this line of interpretation, Job is saying in v. 17 that if he were to
die, he would be with the “wicked” finding rest as a result of the discontinuance of his shaking.
2.2.2 Problems with Understanding  ְרשָׁ עִ יםas “Wicked” in Job 3:17
2.2.2.1 Immediate Context of Job 3:17
It is reasonable to suggest that the broader context of Job up until 3:17 points away from
the word  ָׁרשָׁ עreferring to the wicked. Up to this point in the book, there is no clear indication that
the subject of righteousness versus wickedness, and their respective consequences, arise as
themes.131 Additionally, the usage of certain key words similar in meaning to  ָׁרשָׁ עis conspicuously
absent. For example, the terms “ חָׁ נֵףgodless”132 “ ע ִָׁריץruthless”133 or “ שֹ כְ חֵ י אֵ לforgetters of God”134
which are likened to the word  ָׁרשָׁ עin other part of Job do not appear in this context. Wickedness
()רעָׁה
ָׁ 135 in general does emerge as a theme in chapter 3. Knowing that these words and concepts
pervade other sections of Job relating to the wicked, it is sensible to expect them to surface in this
section as well if  ָׁרשָׁ עwere to refer to the wicked as it does in other parts of Job.
2.2.2.2 The Problem of Parallelism
There are additional problems with labeling the  ְרשָׁ עִ יםas the “wicked” in this particular
passage. A problem arises in the immediate context of the verse in that the phrase  חָׁ ְדלּו רֹ גֶזis similar
in meaning to the word יָׁנּוחּו. This might not seem to be of great consequence at first glance, but
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Despite accepting the traditional definition of  ָׁרשָׁ עClines concedes, “(f)or a book that is so dominated by
intellectual issues of theodicy, it is amazing to find here (chapter 3) not one strictly theological sentence, not a single
question about the meaning of his suffering, not a hint that it may be deserved, not the slightest nod to the doctrine of
retribution.” Clines, Job 1-20, 104.
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Job 8:13; 13:16; 15:34; 17:8; 20:5; 27:8; 34:30; 36:13.
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Job 6:23; 15:20; 27:13.
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Job 8:13.
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Cf. Job 2:11; 20:12; 22:5; 42:11.
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suspicion of parallelism between the two lines arises upon further noticing that the word  שָׁ םis
located in the first position of the both of the lines of v. 17. Hence, if  שָׁ םis in the first position in
both lines of the verse, and the phrase  חָׁ ְדלּו רֹ גֶזis similar in meaning to the word יָׁנּוחּו, it is reasonable
to expect the word  ְרשָׁ עִ יםand the phrase  יְ גִ י ֵעי כֹ חto be semantically corresponding terms.136 If the
weary ( )יְ גִ יעֵ י כֹ חare depicted as resting in the realm of the dead, and the  ְרשָׁ עִ יםare unambiguously
parallel to them, then perhaps the  ְרשָׁ עִ יםare also finding rest in the realm of the dead. This
suggestion is compatible with the transitive usage of the verb  חדלin the sense of “to cease”137 or
“to give something up.”138 Thus, as opposed to  ְרשָׁ עִ יםreferring to those who cause turmoil, this
context seems to better suggest that the  ְרשָׁ עִ יםare those who are relieved of turmoil/agitation ()רֹ גֶז.
2.2.2.3 Inner-Biblical Insight & Evidence from Job 34:29
Further contextual insight can be gained by looking back at Job 3:13. In this verse, Job
expresses his desire to lie down and be quiet by stating, “For now I would lie down and be quiet”
(עתָׁ ה שָׁ כ ְב ִתי וְ אֶ ְשקֹוט-)כִ י. This yearning is paralleled with the ambiguous phrase, “( יָׁשנְ ִתי אָׁ ז יָׁנּוח לִ יI
will lie down and it will rest for me”). It is interesting that the 3ms qal form of the verb  נוחis used
here as opposed to Job simply stating “I would rest” ))אָׁ נּוח. Additionally, one might expect the
hiphil paradigm to indicate that something previously mentioned would cause Job to rest (i.e. יָׁנִ יח
 )לִ יfrom his current anguish. It seems that in v. 13, Job is stating that in lying down ((שכב,
becoming quiet )(שקט, and sleeping )(ישן, he will achieve some rest.
The next clue into what Job might petition rest from is in v. 17 where the verb “to rest”
( )יָׁנּוחּוis used once again. At first glance, it is not exactly clear from what the weary rest from in
the realm of the dead. At this point, a look at Isa 14:3a is instructive. It reads, “And it will be, in
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This is contra Crenshaw (Reading Job, 52) who understands these words to constitute a merism signifying
Sheol gathering all people—both the wicked and oppressed. This merism is better understood by comparing the great
of vv. 14-15 with the small of vv. 17-19. See Clines, Job 1-20, 73.
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BDB, 292.
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HALOT, 1:292. See for example, Judg 9:9, 11, 13 where the verb  חדלtakes an accusative.
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the day the LORD causes you to rest ( (הָׁ נִ יח יְ הוָׁה לְ ָךfrom your pain and from your turmoil
)ּומ ָׁרגְ זֶָך
ִ (…” Here the verb  נוחis used with the preposition  לand an object pronoun to bring about
rest from turmoil/agitation רֹ גֶז. This is the same pattern in Job 3:13 ( )יָׁנּוח לִ יbut that which Job
gains rest from is not mentioned at this juncture. As the reader continues through v. 17 it becomes
clear that Job is stating that if he were in the realm of the dead, he would be able to rest from being
in turmoil ()רֹ גֶז. The term  רֹ גֶזof v. 17 functions as the direct object of the verb  חָׁ ְדלּוand refers to a
condition which comes to an end for the weary in the realm of the dead.
In the light of this background, how can we best understand the term  ְרשָׁ עִ יםin the context
of our verse? Some insight can be gained concerning the significance of the word  ָׁרשָׁ עin v. 17 by
examining how  שקטand  רשעare used together in Job 34:29:139
“If He makes quiet, who can agitate?
If He hides (his) face, who can see him?
He is over the nation and the person alike”

ּומי י ְר ִשע
ִ וְ הּוא י ְשקִ ט
שּורּנּו
ֶ ְּומי י
ִ וְ י ְסתֵ ר פָׁנִ ים
אָׁ דָׁ ם יָׁחד-ּגֹוי וְ על-וְ על

The location of the conjunctive phrase ּומי
ִ in both 29a and b indicates a relationship between
the lines, though the dissimilar meanings of the words in these lines suggests that they are not
intended to be read with the same effect. It appears that the function of the phrase ּומי
ִ in line b is
to juxtapose two opposite actions. That is to say, the hiding of the face ( )י ְסתֵ ר פָׁנִ יםis the opposite
of seeing/beholding him (שּורּנּו
ֶ ְ )יwhich is preceded by the phrase ּומי.
ִ Given the clarity of this line,
it is reasonable that the phrase ּומי
ִ functions in the same capacity in v. 29a. This means that the
verb  י ְר ִשעcould sensibly be understood as the opposite action of the verb י ְשקִ ט. Here the verb
 י ְשקִ טpoints to God quieting, which means that the sense of the question presented is: If He (God)
makes quiet, who can agitate? There is no connotation of wickedness implied through this
question. The corresponding verbal root  רשעis used in the sense of bringing the opposite effect
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See discussion in Greenstein, “Features of Language,” 91-92.
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of quieting. This shows that the root, and its corresponding substantival words, do not always
denote wickedness.

In the context of Job 34:29 the word actually seems to suggest

disquieting/unsettling. Taking this into consideration, the word  ָׁרשָׁ עdepicting someone who is
uneasy/anxious/restless is indeed a plausible solution to its seemingly odd usage in 3:17.
2.2.2.4 Plausible Meaning of  ָרשָ עin Job 3:17
Taking all of this evidence into account, it is reasonable to conclude that the word  ָׁרשָׁ עas
it is used in Job 3:17 does not signify the wicked but rather, points to someone who is agitated and
thus, uneasy, anxious, and restless. Therefore, this verse is best translated:
“There the restless cease troubling, and there
the weary rest.”

שָׁ ם ְרשָׁ עִ ים חָׁ ְדלּו רֹ גֶז וְ שָׁ ם יָׁנּוחּו יְ גִ י ֵעי כֹ ח

This meaning distinctly fits the context of Job 3 where Job expresses his desire to be in the
realm of the dead where those who suffer from restlessness finally cease experiencing turmoil.
This realm of the dead would hence serve as a consolation to Job who cannot escape the
vicissitudes of his present life. Job’s desire is to be at peace, which according to Job, is only found
in the realm of the dead.140

2.3 “Lions, the Wicked, and Retribution”: Eliphaz 4:10-11
It now makes sense that the reference to the  ְרשָׁ עִ יםin 3:17 does not refer to the “wicked,”
but rather, to those who restlessly tremble. However, Job cursing the day of his birth serves as a
catalyst which provokes the reactions of his friends, engaging them in a dispute141 which
extensively focusses on the fate of the wicked. Job 4 draws attention to the wicked by introducing
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Tur-Sinai has also come to the conclusion that v. 17a refers to people who tremble and emends  ְרשָׁ עִ יםto
 רֹ ע ֲׅשיםor רע ִֻשים.ְ Tur-Sinai, Job, 64. The analysis above has shown that it is possible to come to a similar conclusion
regarding the sense of the line without resorting to textual emendation.
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Habel, Job, 102.
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a metaphor referring to lions. Close attention to the metaphor’s context within the chapter, as well
as looking at similar metaphors in comparable ancient Near Eastern literature, help reveal the
reference to the wicked through lions, and Eliphaz’s assertion regarding their fate.
2.3.1 Sagacious Instigation
It is widely accepted that the first round of speeches begins rather cordially in comparison
to the discourse to that follows.142 Consequently, it is understandable why the first accusation
against Job would come in the form of indirect speech—namely, a metaphor. The wicked will
certainly fail and reap the consequences of their unrighteous deeds, according to Eliphaz. Yet,
Eliphaz does not yet directly accuse Job. Eliphaz demonstrates an element of respect for Job and
notes that Job was a person of fine character who once instructed and strengthened the feeble (4:34).143 This type of courtesy will not last, but for now Eliphaz only goes as far as to hint that Job
has transgressed.144 As C.-L. Seow points out, “Eliphaz’s words are, however, double-edged. On
the one hand, he may be encouraging Job and offering to be helpful to Job as Job had been helpful
to others. On the other hand, Eliphaz’s observation may be heard as disparaging, pointing to Job’s
hypocrisy, as if Job is not practicing what he used to preach, so to speak.”145
Correspondingly, Job 4-5 are charged with language alluding to the destiny of those who
do not honor God. Despite Eliphaz’s concession of Job’s former integrity, he criticizes Job for
being “terrified” ( )ו ִתבָׁ הֵ לand not capable of withstanding the trial that has come upon him (v. 5).
This rebuke foreshadows the harsh implications of the answers to the rhetorical questions Eliphaz
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J. Gerald Janzen sums up this view well in stating, “Eliphaz responds to Job diffidently and tentatively,
seeking to offer to him the encouraging advice he formerly had offered others in times of their misfortune.” Job (IBC;
ed. James Luther Mays; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1985), 71, see also p. 75. See also Andersen, Job, 118,
Habel, Job, 30-31, Wilson, Job, 43-44.
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Habel, Job, 124, Wilson, Job, 44.
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Raymond P. Scheindlin, The Book of Job: Translation, Introduction, and Notes (New York: W.W. Norton
& Co., 1998), 22, 33.
145
Seow, Job 1-21, 383-84.
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subsequently asks Job. “Job,” Eliphaz inquires, “isn’t your fear (of God)146 your confidence? Isn’t
your hope the integrity ( )תֹ םof your way?” (v. 6). Job indeed feared God, and was a person of
integrity ([ תָׁ ם1:1, 8-9; 2:3]), yet Eliphaz is under the assumption that if Job truly fears God and is
innocent, he should be accepting and patient rather than anxious as he undergoes suffering. 147
Through the rhetorical questions presented in v. 6, Eliphaz assumes that Job will agree with his
premises which establish the foundation for Eliphaz’s belief in the doctrine of just retribution—
which he proceeds to succinctly present in vv. 7-11.148
The innocent do not perish ( )אָׁ בָׁ דand are not destroyed ([ נִ כְ חָׁ דּוv. 7]), because according to
what Eliphaz has allegedly seen,149 the plowers of iniquity ( )חֹ ְרשֵ י אָׁ וֶןare those who reap the
consequences of their misdeeds and perish by the breath of God ([ ִמּנִ ְשמת אֱ לֹוה י ֹאבֵ דּוv. 8-9]). Eliphaz
conspicuously suggests the tragic fate of those who do not honor God, and proceeds to further this
argumentation through the usage of lion imagery.
2.3.2 Lion Imagery in Job 4:10-11
However clear Eliphaz’s suggestions might be, his apparent sensitivity to Job’s tragic
situation prohibits complete straightforwardness at this juncture.150 Yet, this hesitancy does not
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This clarification has been added because vv. 6-7 are direct allusions to the prologue (Habel, Job, 121)
and it coincides with Job’s character as one who fears God. See also, Andersen, Job, 120. Additionally, this
understanding corresponds with how the phrase “fear of God” is used in other biblical wisdom literature (Prov. 1:7,
29; 2:5). Longman, Job, 116, Seow, Job 1-21, 384.
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Crenshaw suggests that by calling Job to “remember (נָׁא-[ ְזכָׁרv. 7]), and appealing to his own senses ( כאֲשֶ ר
יתי
ִ [ ָׁר ִאv. 8]), Eliphaz implores Job to agree with the ‘we reap what we sow’ paradigm.” Crenshaw, Reading Job, 57.
Nevertheless, it is likely that Eliphaz is not actually referencing the senses as part of an appeal to personal experience.
Rather, Eliphaz appears to be presenting traditional wisdom as if it were personal observation. This is particularly
evident through Eliphaz’s claim to seeing the demise of the wicked—an event which he subsequently depicts
figurative language (v. 9). See Edward L. Greenstein, "On My Skin and in My Flesh: Personal Experience as a Source
of Knowledge in the Book of Job," in Bringing the Hidden to Light: Studies in Honor of Stephen A. Geller (eds.
Kathyn F. Kravitz and Diane M. Sharon; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2007), 73-74. Job eventually appeals to
the senses and human in experience in chapter 21, and faults his friends for having failed to do so in relation to his
situation. See section 6.1.
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See Edward L. Greenstein, "Some Metaphors in the Poetry of Job," in Built by Wisdom, Establish by
Understanding: Essays on Biblical and Ancient Near Eastern Literature in Honor of Adele Berlin (ed. Maxine L.
Grossman; Bethesda, MD: University Press of Maryland, 2013), 187. Here Greenstein notes that “Eliphaz seeks to
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prevent Eliphaz from introducing a discussion of the fate of the wicked, which proves to be a
significant thread of conversation throughout the first two dialogues of Job. To start, Eliphaz
appropriates a metaphor depicting the fate of a ferocious lion (vv. 10-11). This is a metaphor
which was deeply embedded in the Bible and in ancient Near Eastern literature, and is used in our
passage to assert that just retribution not only happens, but is carried out by God:
“The roar of the lion and the voice of the lion
and the teeth of the young lions are broken.
A lion dies for lack of prey and the sons of the
lion are scattered”

שאֲ גת א ְריֵה וְ קֹול שָׁ חל וְ ִשּנֵי כְ פִ ִירים נִ תָׁ עּו
טָׁ ֶרף ּובְ נֵי לָׁבִ יא יִ ְתפ ָָׁׁרדּו-ליִ ש אֹ בֵ ד ִמבְ לִ י

It is significant that the allusion to lions151 in Job 4:10-11 is distinctly metaphorical with
the intent of defending the dogma of just retribution for human beings. 152 Though several of the
five different words for lion in this passage are used to depict literal fauna in other sections of the
Hebrew Bible,153 these terms are almost exclusively used in context in which they are applied to

comfort Job by indirection.” This prevents him from “insisting at this point that the righteous will be relieved of
suffering and be restored to good fortune, [rather] he adduces the negative case for the wicked.” Eliphaz’s
encouragement of restoration comes later in 5:17-26.
151
There have been numerous attempts to distinguish between the types of lions referenced in vv.10-11—a
task which is far beyond the scope of this study. Yet, it is safe to say that notable commentators considered
differentiating the types of lions in Job 4:10-11 to be of consequential significance. For example, according to TurSinai,  שָׁ חלmight depict a large beast and not just a lion;  כְ פִ ירis not a young lion but a big one and could potentially
refer to a sea animal (cf. Ezek 32:2); and  לָׁבִ יאis a term depicting a male lion, according to Tur-Sinai, but portrays a
female lion when pointed as ( לְ בִ יָׁאcf. Ezek 19:2). Tur-Sinai, Job, 80. Dhorme states that  א ְריֵהis the generic term for
lion, but claims that  שָׁ חלdenotes a unique species and translates the word “leopard.” Dhorme notes that the word ליִ ש
in corresponding Semitic languages ( ليثin Arabic,  ליתאin Aramaic, and nêšu in Akkadian) all portray this lion as
“king of the beasts” (Prov 30:30). The term  לָׁבִ יאaccording to Dhorme, has been proven to depict a “lioness.” Dhorme
claims that the pointing in Ezek 19:2 is artificial and comments that Isa. 30:6 posits the masculine  ליִ שas the companion
of the לָׁבִ יא. Dhorme, Job, 47-48.
Brent Strawn’s exhaustive investigation of lion imagery in the Bible and ancient Near East ultimately finds
relatively little to differentiate among all of the terms relating to lion in the Hebrew Bible. Brent A. Strawn, What is
Stronger than a Lion?: Leonine Image and Metaphor in the Hebrew Bible and the Ancient Near East (OBO 212;
Fribourg Göttingen: Academic Press; Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2005), 294-304. Based on Strawn’s exceedingly
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Greenstein argues that this seems to be a Joban predilection. Edward L. Greenstein, "The Invention of Language in
the Poetry of Job," in Interested Readers: Essays on the Hebrew Bible in Honor of David J.A. Clines (eds. James K.
Aitken, et al.; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2013), 333. My translations reflect that there is little evidence
which coherently distinguishes among the different types of lions.
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portray something other than the literal zoological meaning of the word.154 The lions of vv. 10-11
are markedly associated with the workers of iniquity of v. 8 and thus, the lion is representative of
a person155 who does not honor God. The consequences of iniquity mentioned in v. 9 are
expounded upon through metaphorical imagery in vv. 10-11. This imagery depicts the wicked
prospering for a while but ultimately deteriorating.156
2.3.3 Inner-Biblical Examination of the Lion- Ezekiel 19:1-9
The fact that lion imagery is used in Job 4:10-11 to depict a wicked person is further
corroborated through inner-biblical examination of this imagery. There are striking parallels
between the imagery in Job 4:10-11 and Ezek 19:1-9. Through a concise comparison between
these pericopes it is possible to note the metaphorical nature of the lion imagery in both passages,
as well as the perceived fate of the wicked throughout the Hebrew Bible.
The literary context of Ezek 19:1-9 distinctly points to a metaphorical usage of lion
imagery. In v. 1 the prophet is commanded to take up a lament for the princes of Israel. Hence,
the subsequent lament is directed to, and signifies, people as opposed to the actual lion(s). The
lament starts by alluding to a mother lioness ( )לְ בִ יָׁאamongst other lions ()א ֲָׁריֹות, which lay among
the young lions ()כְ פִ ִרים, rearing her cubs. One of her cubs grew into a young lion ( )כְ פִ ירand learned
how to tear prey (טֶ ֶרף-)לִ ְט ָׁרף.157 Up to this point, the allusion to the lion is not particularly negative.
However, an unfavorable depiction emerges in v. 3b when it becomes evident that the cub of v. 2
grows into a lion that devours people ()אָׁ דָׁ ם אָׁ כָׁל.158 The metaphorical nature of the passage becomes
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increasingly evident in v. 4 in that the nations hear about this lion and, upon it being trapped in
their pit, they take it to Egypt with hooks.159
Upon losing hope in her initial offspring, the mother lioness promotes another one of her
cubs to a position of power (v. 5). This second progeny (v. 6), walked about among the lions
()אֲ ָׁריֹות, became a young lion ()כְ פִ יר, and learned to devour prey (טֶ ֶרף-)לִ ְט ָׁרף, which is personified as
in v. 3. This second lion-ruler developed into a more vicious tyrant than the first offspring,
breaking down strongholds, devastating cities, and terrifying all those who heard his roar (שאֲ גָׁתֹו
[v. 7]). However, there were eventually grave consequences for this savage behavior as the peoples
surrounding the lion came against him to subdue him. In an act depicting catching wildlife, the
people cast a net over him, vanquishing him and trapping him in a pit (v. 8). The lion-ruler is
silenced, as he is dragged by hooks like the first lion-ruler, and is brought before the ruler of
Babylon to be imprisoned.
The warrant for comparison of Ezek 19:1-9 and Job 4:10-11 is especially clear after reading
both passages in their literary contexts. Not only is the metaphorical imagery of the lion apparent,
but the semantic parallels are conspicuous. Three of the same words used for lion in Job 4:10-11
are also used in Ezek 19:1-9 (לְ ִביָׁא,  א ְריֵה,)כְ פִ יר, in addition to the words for “prey” ()טֶ ֶרף, and “roar”
()שאָׁ גָׁה.
ְ
The semantic parallels between these two passages, as well as a variety of other biblical
passages that utilize lion imagery to depict the wicked, show that lion imagery for the wicked was
a widely understood literary trope. Therefore, it is not surprising that this same imagery appears
in other ancient Near Eastern literature.
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2.3.4 Lion Imagery in Ancient Near Eastern Compositions
Metaphorical lion imagery is present in several well-known compositions from the ancient
Near East. There are striking similarities in Ancient near Eastern compositions that bring to mind
the mention of lion in Job and Ezekiel.
Initially, the Sumerian wisdom composition The Instruction of Šuruppak160 from the 3rd
millennium B.C.E., records a proverb that refers to a lion as a thief. It states,
The thief is indeed a lion; when he has been caught, he is indeed a slave (line 30).161
This pithy statement may refer to the tendency of people to blame the theft of missing
livestock on a lion, when in fact a person (or a slave) may have indeed been responsible. Through
this we are able to see the ancient perception of a lion as strong and mischievous.162 Whereas
Šuruppak is a practical composition that lacks the religious inclination of later Mesopotamian and
biblical wisdom,163 the ancient perception of the lion here may perhaps serve as part of the
backdrop for the emergence of the lion metaphor in ancient Near Eastern literature. We now turn
to other examples of the usage of lion imagery in Ludlul and the Babylonian Theodicy which shed
light unto the conceptual world within which this metaphor emerged in the Bible.
Ludlul was an extensively-circulated classic Akkadian poem, suggesting that it was also
widely understood—at least in scribal circles.164 Though there are multiple differences between
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Hereafter referred to as Šuruppak.
The thief is also likened to a lion in the Adab version of Šuruppak but compared to a “dragon” in the Abū
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scribe would have read sections of Ludlul just as every high school student reads Shakespeare today.” Other copies
of Ludlul were found in the libraries of scholars and kings showing that the elite of the social and political capital of
the Near East were familiar with this composition. Ludlul bēl nēmeqi: The Standard Babylonian Poem of the
Righteous Sufferer (SAACT 7; Helsinki: Neo-Assyrian Text Corpus Project, 2010), ix. Paul-Alain Beaulieu likewise
suggests that Ludlul was a part of the second stage of learning in the curriculum for those who were training in
161
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the sufferer of Ludlul and Job, both of the sufferers are equally subject to intolerable affliction.
Whereas Job proceeds to blame God for his unjust hardships,165 the sufferer in Ludlul admits to
wrongdoing and praises Marduk for alleviating him from his tribulations. In the sufferer’s praise
to Marduk for his restoration, he uses lion imagery to depict his liberation from a person who had
afflicted him:
Marduk ušaqi rēši
imḫaṣ ritti māḫiṣīya
ušaddi kakkīšu Marduk
ina pī girri ākilīya
iddi napsama Marduk 166

Marduk raised my head.
He struck the hand of my striker,
Marduk made him throw down his weapon.
On the mouth of the lion, my eater,
Marduk put a muzzle. IV:11-15167

Since, unlike Ludlul, the Babylonian Theodicy is a dialogue between a sufferer and a friend,
it is possible to see different perspectives on the issues presented therein. Lion imagery is initially
mentioned by the sufferer in his grievance over what he perceives to be disorder. The lion that
withholds its offering from the deity is in fact the lion that is best rewarded:
aggu labbu ša ītakkalu dumuq šīri
akkimilti ilūti šupṭuri ūbil maṣḫassu 168

Has the savage lion who always ate the best
meat, ever brought his maṣḫassu -flour
offering in order to appease a furious
godhead?
V: 50-51169

The friend however, does not perceive the same injustice and reminds the sufferer that
there awaits a penalty for the irreligious lion:
gēr būli lāba ša taḫsusu gana bitri
gillat nēši īpušu petâssu ḫaštum

Come, think about the lion, the attacker of
livestock, which you mentioned. For the

exorcism (āšipūtu [exorcist-āšipu or maššu]) in Neo-Babylonian schools. See "The Social and Intellectual Setting of
Babylonian Wisdom Literature," in Wisdom Literature in Mesopotamia and Israel (ed. Richard J. Clifford; SBLSymS
36; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2007), 9-10.
165
As will be discussed below in section 2.5.
166
Normalized transliteration of Ludlul mine—based on Annus and Lenzi, Ludlul bēl nēmeqi.
167
Translations of Ludlul based on Annus and Lenzi, Ludlul bēl nēmeqi with my own variations.
168
Normalized transliteration of the Theodicy mine—based on Oshima, The Babylonian Theodicy.
169
Translations of the Theodicy are based on Oshima, The Babylonian Theodicy, with my own minor
variations.
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crime which the lion committed, a pit opened
up for it. VI: 61-62
Along with the passages from Job 4 and Ezekiel 19, it is evident that the imagery of the
lion in Ludlul and the Babylonian Theodicy is used to provide an analogy to the prosperity, and
the discomfiture, of the wicked. In Ludlul the lion is personified as one who had been striking the
sufferer with a weapon in his hand as well as slinging stones at him. Marduk thrashes the hand of
the oppressor, and confiscates his sling, thereby alleviating the sufferer’s affliction. In the
Babylonian Theodicy, the sufferer presents the lion as prospering in spite of his not bringing
offerings to appease the deity. The friend answers the sufferer’s evidence that the world is cruel,
cites the depredations of the lion, and asserts that the lion meets a bad end, hunted and trapped.
A particularly conspicuous similarity between the lion metaphor in Ludlul, the Theodicy
and the biblical passages lies in the reference to the lion eating. In Ludlul, as well as the verses
from Ezekiel, the lion’s primary harmful exploit comes in consuming human beings. This is stated
a bit less directly in the Theodicy though the lion is portrayed as attacking “livestock” and taking
“the best meat.” In the passage in Job, that which the lion consumes is not explicitly stated, but
the fact that this personified lion is indeed predatory is implicit in the reference to the lion’s teeth
()שּנֵי כְ פִ ִירים,
ִ and the lion’s prey (or lack thereof [)]טָׁ ֶרף.
2.3.5 Consequences for the Lion
In addition to the semantic and philological parallels that link the imagery in the
aforementioned passages, attention to the outcomes of the lions reveals that the metaphors in Job,
Ezekiel, Ludlul, and the Theodicy are used in a similar manner. The purpose of the lion imagery
in all of these passages is to reflect the eventual consequences of the wicked’s actions in their
respective theological contexts.

The consequences depicted in each of the passages bear

unmistakable similarities.
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Initially, it is obvious that all of the lions suffer some type of physically agonizing
retribution for their misdeeds. In Job the lion’s teeth are broken170 while in Ezekiel the lion is
trapped, hooked, and dragged in front of authorities. In Ludlul the lion is struck and the deity
confiscates their weapons and in the Theodicy, the lion trapped in a pit.
Additionally, in all of these passages, an authoritative or divine figure is responsible for
the punishment of the lion. As previously stated, it is obvious that Marduk is the chastiser in
Ludlul, whereas the lion in the Theodicy is burned by an anonymous king.171 Eliphaz contends
that those who plow iniquity (v. 8) perish by the breath of God ( )י ֹאבֵ דּו ִמּנִ ְשמת אֱלֹוהand are destroyed
by the breath blown out of his nostrils ([ ּומֵ רּוח אפֹו יִכְ לּוv. 9]). The mention of the lion in 4:10-11
refers to the explicit antecedent, which is the workers of iniquity of v. 8. The writer of Ezekiel 19
does not explicitly identify the deity as the punisher but it is clear in the illustration’s immediate
context. The prophet claims to take up the word of the Lord in 18:1 (יְ הוָׁה אֵ לי-)ויְ הִ י ְדבר, which is
followed by a chapter that centers on the wicked and the righteous. The lament of chapter 19 flows
from the divine prodding of 18:1, and 19:1-9 depicts the demise of the lion which is brought to
pass by God who communicated the lament.
Another consequence that the lion suffers is the deprivation of its prey. This suggests that
the worker of iniquity eventually experiences a lack of sustenance that results in their demise. In

170

The hapax legomena  נִ תָׁ עּוin the phrase  וְ ִשּנֵי כְ פִ ִירים נִ תָׁ עּוin 4:10 has caused interpreters problems. It is
apparently a Hebrew by-form of “ נתץto pull down, to break down” (BDB, 683) which was phonologically influenced
by contemporary Aramaic. For this reason, we find the consonant  עin place of the  צin נִ תָׁ עּו. Greenstein takes this
word to be a pseudo-Aramaic idiosyncratic form invented by the Joban poet. See Edward L. Greenstein, "The
Language of Job and Its Poetic Function," JBL 122 (2003): 663. Evidently, this word is in the nifal paradigm meaning
“to be broken,” and referring to the lion’s teeth. Clines, Job 1-20, 110. Since this verb is unlikely to be the predicate
of the phrases “the roar of the lion” and “the voice of the lion,” I understand 10a to be an independent line. The
breaking of the lion’s teeth is fitting retribution being that sharp teeth are the lion’s means of committing iniquity. It
is with these teeth that the lion prey on the weak and innocent. The wicked also prey on the weak and innocent (see
Zophar’s comments in chapter 20 expounded upon in chapter 5 of this work), and retribution comes in the diffusion
of their resources and a bitter end to their days. Greenstein, "Metaphors in the Poetry of Job," 188-89.
171
Oshima likens this king to “the Fire-God.” See Oshima, The Babylonian Theodicy, 20, line 64.
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Job the lion is so deprived of its prey ( )טָׁ ֶרףthat it perishes,172 while in Ezekiel the lion is judged
in direct connection to its tearing of prey (טֶ ֶרף-[ לִ ְט ָׁרףvv. 3, 6]) by being forcibly taken off in
captivity (vv. 4, 9), and dispossessed of its provisions. Likewise, the attacker of livestock who
eats the best meat mentioned in the Theodicy plunges into a trap, putting an end to its devouring.
In Ludlul, Marduk punishes the lion that was eating the protagonist by placing a muzzle over its
mouth.
2.3.6 Eliphaz the Instigator
The similar usage of the lion metaphor among the preceding compositions is evident
through analyzing the outcome of the lion in Job and other biblical173 and non-biblical ancient
Near Eastern imagery.174 The allusion to the lion in Job displays the incorporation of a popular
metaphor to broach the subject of just retribution. Through this allusion, Eliphaz implies that God
would eventually bring the wicked to their appropriate demise. This understanding of God’s
justice is a fundamental element of the just retribution dogma.
Examining Job 4:10-11 in light of the mentioning of the  ְרשָׁ עִ יםin 3:17 affirms that Eliphaz
is actually the participant who initiates the conversation about the retribution of the wicked in the

172

There is a verbal clue that links the lion to the workers of iniquity in Job 4. In v. 7 Eliphaz asks, “Who
that is innocent has ever perished ( ”?)אָׁ בָׁ דHe then answers his own question in vv. 8-9, stating that the workers of
iniquity “will perish ( )י ֹאבֵ דּוby the breath of God.” The in v. 11, Eliphaz states that the “lion perishes ( )אֹ בֵ דfor lack of
prey,” thereby connecting the lion with the evil-doer who ultimately suffers the consequences of his actions.
173
For a further summary concerning how lion imagery is used to project the enemy/wicked in the Hebrew
Bible see Strawn, What is Stronger than a Lion?, 50-54.
174
Another related consequence for the lion between Ezekiel and Job pertains to how the lions’ actions affect
their children. In Ezekiel 19 the lioness is indeed responsible for her cubs’ evil-deeds. The lioness ( )לְ בִ יָׁאraised ()ותעל
the initial cub who ravaged human beings. When he was taken away, her hope was lost and so she took another one
of her cubs and make him a strong lion ( )ו ִתקח אֶ חָׁ ד ִמּג ֶֻריהָׁ כְ פִ יר שָׁ מָׁ ְתהּו. The lion ( )לָׁבִ יאin Job loses its sustenance, and
consequently its children are dispersed. This portrays another of the punishments for the workers of iniquity in that
they are forced to suffer the consequences of their reckless parents. Greenstein states, “What is most significant for
what follows in Eliphaz’s speech is that the offspring of the wicked, like the young of the lions, will suffer for having
been their parents’ children.” Greenstein, "Metaphors in the Poetry of Job," 189. Eliphaz repeats the fact that the
children of the fool will have no one to protect them in 5:4. In this verse, the children of the fool seem to suffer
punishment at the city gate with there being no one to intermediate on their behalf because of the foolishness of their
parents. This lack of sustenance for the foolish person’s children is repeated by Eliphaz as he continues his discourse
in 5:5, noting that those who are hungry and thirsty do whatever it takes to snatch away the possessions of the foolish
man from his children.
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dialogues. Eliphaz interestingly does not directly respond to Job’s words regarding the  ְרשָׁ עִ יםin
3:17, nor does he ever directly call Job a “lion.” Rather, he uses one side of the calculus of just
retribution—the downfall of the wicked—to prove to Job that there is indeed divine justice. It is
evident through the lion imagery that Eliphaz upholds the doctrine of just retribution, but it appears
as though the connotation of the imagery is to rid Job of worry that the retribution of the wicked
will fall upon him at this point. This is apparent as Eliphaz ends his first speech by addressing Job
in the second person, reiterating the blessings that come upon the righteous (5:19-26). Eliphaz
assures Job of God’s justice through the lion imagery but concludes his speech reassuring Job of
his eventual restoration. Thus, the conversation concerning the fate of the wicked is ironically
broached through a word of encouragement to Job.

2.4

“Crushed Hope, Ruined Households, Restored Happiness”: Bildad—8:8-22
The conversational thread regarding human fate is subsequently taken up by Bildad. Up

to this point, Bildad is only known by name (2:11), but he quickly shares his opinion using rhetoric
brimming with metaphors intended to illustrate the fates of the wicked and the righteous. Bildad
begins his discourse by reminding Job through a rhetorical question that it is against God’s
character to pervert righteousness (צֶ דֶ ק-[ יְ עּוֵתv. 3]).175 Bildad uses Job’s children as a criterion to
establish this proposed truth in stating, “Since176 your children sinned, he (God) delivered them
over by the hand of177 their transgression (v. 4).” Hence, according to Bildad, Job’s children were

175
Wilson, Job, 73, Janzen, Job, 88-89. Job later responds and asserts that God has indeed wronged him
([ עִ ּוְ תָׁ נִ י19:6]).
176
Though the sentence begins with the particle “ ִאםif,” the context of the dialogues indicates that Bildad is
not communicating in a hypothetical manner. See Habel, Job, 169, Clines, Job 1-20, 198, Wilson, Job, 73. Longman
suggests that there is no particular warrant for this understanding and that Bildad is not being utterly cruel in his
statement. Longman, Job, 153, n. 1, 156. However, the context examined below indicates that it is quite possible
Bildad was indeed speaking callously.
177
Understanding the phrase  בְ ידto mean “through” or “because of.” For explanation of Ugaritic (byd) and
Akkadian (ina qāti) as cognates, see Seow, Job 1-21, 528.
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punished for their impiety. Job is not experiencing the same fate of his children, but, rather,
suffering because of the loss of his children. If Job were to seek God, and remain pure and upright,
then the Almighty would have mercy upon him and restore the habitation of his righteousness.
Job would go from rags back to riches (vv. 5-7), unlike the miscreant (v. 13).
2.4.1 Traditional Wisdom as a Literary Technique—8:8-10
Bildad’s reference to just retribution commences by appealing to ancient tradition 178 and
encouraging Job to consider the findings of previous generations regarding justice. The logic here
is that it is not good enough to rely on individual subjective experience, but, rather, the authority
of tradition and communal memory are better mediums of truth.179 Bildad asserts that Job and his
friends are but novices in comparison to the wisdom they can learn from those who have come
before them (vv. 8-10).180
2.4.1.1 Traditional Wisdom in the Song of Moses
By drawing upon ancient wisdom, Bildad employs a familiar rhetorical technique that
appears on several more occasions throughout Job, as well as in the Bible. An example of this can
be found in the Song of Moses, which is strikingly similar to Bildad’s appeal to tradition in vv. 810. In Deut 32:7 Moses is depicted as encouraging the Israelites to depend upon traditional
wisdom by commanding:
“Remember the days of old. Consider the
years of past generations. Ask your father, and
he will tell you—your elders and they will
instruct you.”181

178

וָׁדֹ ר ְשאל אָׁ בִ יָך וְ יּג ְֵדָך-זְכֹ ר יְ מֹות עֹולָׁם בִ ינּו ְשנֹות דֹ ר
ֹאמרּו לְָׁך
ְ זְקֵ נֶיָך וְ י

For a full discussion on an appeal to ancient tradition see, Norman C. Habel, “Appeal to Ancient Tradition
as a Literary Form,” ZAW 88 (1976): 253-71.
179
Ibid., 520.
180
Janzen, Job, 83, 85; Longman, Job, 157; Crenshaw, Reading Job, 72. Job seemingly agrees; see 12:12.
Cf. 15:18, 20:4.
181
The second sentence of this translation is adopted from Greenstein, “Parody as a Challenge,” 72.
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The rhetorical similarities are conspicuous between Deut 32:7 and Job 8:8-10. Bildad, like
Moses, commands inquiring of the previous generations (נָׁא לְ דֹ ר ִרישֹון- ְשאל-)כִ י, emphasizes the
importance of the ancestors () ֲאבֹותָׁ ם, and is confident that the seeker will receive valuable
information from them (ֹאמרּו לְָׁך
ְ הֵ ם יֹורּוָך י-) ֲהל ֹא.182 Bildad not only shares this view with Moses, but
traditional wisdom turns out to be a point of agreement among all of Job’s companions.
2.4.1.2 Traditional Wisdom in the Ancient Near East
The appeal to ancient wisdom is also apparent in extra-biblical ancient Near Eastern
literature. It is particularly evident in those compositions in which younger people are expected to
heed the instruction of their forefathers. For example, the proverbs section of Šuruppak is prefaced
with the following introduction:
In those days, in those far remote days;
In those nights, in those faraway nights;
In those years, in those far remote years;
In those days, the intelligent one, the one of elaborate words, the wise one, who lived in the
country;
The man from Šuruppak, the intelligent one, the one of elaborate words, the wise one, who lived
in the country;
The man from Šuruppak, gave instructions to his son…
Lines 1-6183
This appeal to ancient wisdom is apparent in reference to the apkallū—the legendary divine
sages who possessed superb wisdom and whose legend goes back as far as the 3rd millennium
B.C.E.184 Leo Perdue notes that, “(i)n Mesopotamian mythical and sapiential sources, there are
scattered references to the seven apkallu’s, ancient sages from hoary antiquity who were paired

182

Greenstein contends that Job makes use of Deut 32:7 to form the appeal to ancient tradition in Job 8:8-10.
According to Greenstein, the poet of Job intentionally adapts lines from Deuteronomy 32 here and in other sections
of Job, and uses this classic teaching in order to parody the concept of ancient wisdom. The goal of the parody is to
demonstrate that traditional wisdom is ineffective in this situation, and suggest it is best to gain understanding through
one’s experience. Ibid., 66-67, 72. Job plainly argues that experience is a better foundation for understanding his
circumstances in chapter 21. See section 6.4.
183
Alster, Wisdom of Ancient Sumer, 56-57.
184
DDD, 72-74.
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with seven legendary kings. Apparently famous counselors, they ordered society with their
instructions, transmitted to humankind technology and art… and angered the gods by some form
of now largely forgotten rebellion. Thus the tradition was suppressed, with only the ‘Myth of
Adapa’ continuing to be well known.”185
Furthermore, scribes in the ancient Near East sought to identify their compositions with
early figures so as to make their wisdom more authoritative. Wisdom in the ancient Near East was
closely related to possessing primeval knowledge which was considered privileged. 186 For this
reason, it was common that scribes would identify with the lineage of antediluvian characters
because in doing so, they depicted themselves as being extremely wise187—even wiser than kings
who did not share the same descent.188
Respect for authorship and tradition took a more tangible form later in Mesopotamian
history when prominent urban families began to wear patronyms which consisted of real or
imaginary ancestors—some of whom were renowned sages. Beaulieu states that, “(i)n the late
periods of Mesopotamian civilization the social and intellectual context in which wisdom literature
flourished changed substantially. Scribes, scholars, and royal advisors gained an influential place
at court and invented traditions that put them on a par with the king in the intellectual and religious

185

Perdue, Wisdom in Revolt, 168. See Benjamin Foster, “Wisdom and the Gods in Ancient Mesopotamia,”
Orientalia 13 (1974), 344-54; Erica Reiner, “The Etiological Myth of the ‘Seven Sages’,” Orientalia 30 (1961), 1-11,
Bottéro suggests that the apkallū should be understood as the ummânu—that is, the advisors of the mythological
period. Bottéro, Mesopotamia, 247-48.
186
Beaulieu notes that “(a)ll the works listed in the Catalogue of Texts and Authors, when not ascribed to a
god or a mythical being, are attributed to a famous exorcist, lamentation singer or diviner.” Beaulieu, "Social and
Intellectual Setting " 15.
187
Leo G. Perdue, "Introduction," in Scribes, Sages, and Seers: The Sage in the Eastern Mediterranean World
(ed. Leo G. Perdue; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2008), 29-30. Jacobsen also points out that the kings of
the Third Dynasty of Ur, dating to ca. 2100, “not only took great interest in literature and the preservation of old works
generally, but considered themselves descendants of Gilgamesh, so that traditions and works about him would have
special claim to their attention.” Thorkild Jacobsen, The Treasures of Darkness: A History of Mesopotamian Religion
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), 211-12.
188
Beaulieu, "Social and Intellectual Setting " 15-16.
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leadership of their culture...”189 This may be why kings, in particular Assurbanipal, claimed to
have mastered writing.190 Scholars who were able to write were thought to have possessed
wisdom. These scribes, who designedly traced their lineage, and thus knowledge, back to
prehistoric times, were those who were responsible for authoring a portion of ancient Near Eastern
wisdom literature.

This is the literature that raised the same philosophical issues apparent in

Hebrew wisdom literature—namely, the book of Job.
As a result, it is not surprising that this same type of appeal to ancient tradition would
appear throughout the dialogues of Job as the poet draws upon a rhetorical technique that portrays
Job’s friends steeped in the common theologies of their day. Accordingly, when Job’s companions
appeal to traditional wisdom, they in fact are adopting a technique that ancient scribes and scholars
used in order to associate themselves with the level of wisdom of the antediluvian sages of the
ancient Near East. According to Job’s friends, the further they could trace back their knowledge,
the wiser they were, and the more authority they had to speak to Job’s situation.191

189

Karel van der Toorn, "Why Wisdom Became a Secret: On Wisdom as a Written Genre," in Wisdom
Literature in Mesopotamia and Israel (ed. Richard J. Clifford; SBLSymS 36; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature,
2007), 17.
190
Beaulieu states that “(o)bsession with lineage induced scholars to trace the origins of their knowledge
further back in time, eventually to the mythical period before the flood. By appropriating antediluvian knowledge,
expert scholars came into direct competition with the kings, who until the late periods were alone in openly claiming
a privileged link to knowledge…(t)he appropriation by scribes and scholars of an antediluvian wisdom formerly the
privilege of kings led to the creation of a tradition of antediluvian sages…the learned classes projected back into
mythical time their role as royal advisors…(S)cholars now claimed as much of a connection to the ultimate source of
wisdom, the gods and primeval sages (apkallus), as the king himself.” Beaulieu, "Social and Intellectual Setting " 1516. Perdue traces a series of kings identifying with wisdom from Šarru-mūda of the 24th century B.C.E. through
Nabonidus of the Neo-Babylonian Empire. Perdue also notes in particular that Ashurbanipal claims to have learned
divine wisdom (nēmequ), learned the craft of the sage (apkallū), and claimed to have been able to read antediluvian
inscriptions. Perdue, "Scribes, Sages, and Seers," 29-30. Avigdor Hurowitz also makes light of Assurbanipal’s claim
to wisdom and interestingly comments that Assurbanipal’s bragging lends insight into the extent of scribal curriculum
by detailing the subjects of which he claims excellence. Victor Avigdor Hurowitz, "Tales of Two Sages—Towards
an Image of the "Wise Man" in Akkadian Writings," in Scribes, Sages, and Seers: The Sage in the Eastern
Mediterranean World (ed. Leo G. Perdue; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2008), 65-66, 73.
191
This appeal to ancient wisdom in Mesopotamia was apparently coupled with the eudemonistic idea that
one’s happiness was contingent upon their tendency towards proper action. This notion led to an a posteriori recourse
to the gods upon experiencing some sort of misfortune in order to determine the personal fault. Succinctly stated, the
Mesopotamians reasoned: “If I am in trouble, it is because I am punished. If I am punished, it is because I must have
forgotten some obligation or have violated some divine prohibition.” Bottéro, Mesopotamia, 187-88, quotation from
p. 188.
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2.4.2 “Malnourished Plants”—Job 8:11-14 and Jeremiah 17:5-8
In v. 11, Bildad begins denouncing those who are hopeless “forgetters of God” ( 192שֹ כְ חֵ י אֵ ל
[v.13]) metaphorically describing the destiny193 and the consequences which befall them. Bildad
asks two rhetorical questions about the godless ( )חָׁ נֵףusing botanic imagery194 to demonstrate that
as plants cannot flourish where there is no sustenance (v. 11-12),195 so people who forget God will
shrivel before their time and ultimately perish. By using this metaphor, and by appealing to
traditional wisdom (vv. 8-10), Bildad defends the opinion that those who do not honor God meet
a dire fate in due time.
Bildad’s usage of the metaphor of the weak plant to back the theory of just retribution is
substantiated by the imagery of the wicked as a malnourished feeble plant elsewhere in the Bible.
Notably, Jer 17:5-8 contrasts the man whose heart turns away from the Lord (יְ הוָׁה יָׁסּור לִ בֹו- ) ִמןwith
the blessed man who trusts in the Lord ()בָׁ רּוְך הּגֶבֶ ר אֲשֶ ר יִ בְ טח ביהוָׁה. The ungodly man is likened to
a shrub which dwells in the dry, uninhabited, salty, desert and will never see goodness as long as
he continues to turn from the Lord (vv. 5-6).196 However, the blessed man who trusts in the Lord
192

The “forgetters of God” in v. 13 bring to mind other instances in which the Israelites are commanded not
to forget God (i.e., Deut 6:12; 8:11, 14, 19; 9:7). Referring to people by this idiom suggests that they have disrupted
their relationship with God and are therefore given over to those things that are not honoring to God—thereby, wicked.
See Seow, Job 1-21, 520-21.
193
Some commentators recommend reading “ אח ֲִריתend” here as opposed to the MT’s rendering of אָׁ ְרחֹות
“paths.” This reading is substantiated by the Old Greek’s reading of τὰ ἔσχατα as well as the argument that the
emendation might better fit the context of the this section which deals with the fate of those who disdain God. See
comments in Dhorme, Job, 119, and Pope, Job, 65-66. Clines on the other hand, does not accepted the proposed
emendation and suggests that  אָׁ ְרחֹותis used in v. 13 to signify “tracks of fate” or “destiny” (Cf. the usage of  דרךin Isa
40:27 and Ps 37:5). See Clines, Job 1-20, 199, as well as, Habel, Job, 177, Wilson, Job, 78-79. Additionally, the
related Akkadian term urḫu seems to be associated with one’s fate. AHw, 1420. See also Seow, Job 1-21, 533. Thus,
there is no need for emendation here as the word  אָׁ ְרחֹותcan be used to suggest someone’s journey which eventually
leads to their fate.
194
Hartley notes that Hebrew words for the papyrus and the reed are words that are not indigenous to Israel.
The word for reed ( )אָׁ חּוhas parallels in both Ugaritic (aḫ) as well as Egyptian (3ḫ3ḫ or 3ḫy), while  ּגֹ מֶ אis paralleled
in Egyptian (qm3). This observation lends further credence to the notion that the author of Job was familiar with the
peculiarities of other people groups—namely, in this case, botany. Hartley, Job, 160, n. 9.
195
Ibid., 34.
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is likened to a tree with healthy roots extending towards its source of life—water. This tree is
constantly plush, perpetually bears fruit, and though heat may come, it is never worried about
drought.
The metaphor of the malnourished plant in Jer 17:5-8 sheds light on Bildad’s usage of
malnourished plants to depict the passing away of the wicked.197 Not only do the godless perish,
but their hope—in the sense of continuity—crumbles along with them ([ ִתקְ ות חָׁ נֵף ת ֹאבֵ דv. 13]).
Through Bildad commenting that the godless have no hope, he alludes to Job’s previous reference
to his own unfulfilled hope (6:8), and responds by stating that crushed hope is indeed a punishment
for the wicked.198 The impious are hopeless because they have nothing tangible to depend upon.
The godless lifestyle is insubstantial. It is as weak as a spider’s house ([i.e. spider’s web, v. 14]
)ּובֵ ית עכ ִָׁביש ִמ ְבטחֹו.199
2.4.3 “Ungodly, Unwise, and Unsteady House”—8:15, 22
As a continuation of this imagery, Bildad juxtaposes a literal statement to complete the
stark contrast between the lifestyles of the righteous and the wicked:
“He leans on his house and it does not stay upright,
He takes hold of and it does not stand.”

בֵ יתֹו וְ ל ֹא יעֲמֹ ד-יִ שָׁ עֵן על
י ֲחזִיק בֹו וְ ל ֹא יָׁקּום

Bildad points out that the house which the wicked thought was strong and secure is, in fact,
so weak that it collapses merely from the weight of a human body. As the house falls, the impious
person clutches hold of the house, whether to try to support himself or restore the fallen house, is
not completely clear.200 Yet the outcome of the house is completely intelligible—it is easily
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weakened and topples. The wicked’s trust in their impious manner of living has caused the
destruction of their houses. Though the imagery is understandable, this text still raises the question
as to why Bildad would introduce house imagery relating to the consequences of not honoring
God. Looking into how the house was used in relation to wisdom in ancient Near Eastern literature
lends insight into how this metaphor may be used in Job.
Raymond C. Van Leeuwen argues that Mesopotamians understood proper house building
to be rooted in the divine wisdom of creation. Human wisdom was grounded in divine wisdom,
which established order, meaning, and life to the cosmos. Creation was, therefore, depicted as a
universal “house” and its component parts—temples and traditional houses—corresponded as
microcosms. Van Leeuween then notes that, “Mesopotamian and Levantine societies not only
organized their material world as house(hold)s but also developed cognitive environments in
which the metaphorical domain or symbol expressed their particular understandings of the cosmosocial order comprising god(s) and humans.”201 For example, in the Sumerian text “Enki and the
World Order” Van Leeuwen notes that the term “house” is applied in the following realms: 1) The
“house” is Enki’s actual temple, which is located in Eridu and was built by human workers. 2) The
“house” refers to the “chthonic sweet waters, or Abzu, the source of all wisdom, the cosmic domain
of Enki, whose waters fructify the earth.” 3) Lastly, the “house” refers to the entire cosmos. 202
Thus in ancient Mesopotamia, building a house properly was accomplished with wisdom
because building was an issue of “divine command and agency and of human imitation of the
divine wisdom in building.”203 This meant that literal temples, palaces, and ordinary homes were
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properly built under divine order.204 Yet also, in a metaphorical manner, the ancients understood
house building to refer to wisdom, creation,205 and divine activity.206 These aspects of the building
metaphor are noticeable in the Hebrew Bible in that wisdom is demonstrated by those who build
themselves a “house.”207 Thus, the multidimensional allusion to the “house” in the Bible and in
the ancient Near East depict an element of wisdom in multiple cultures.208 If a house was properly
built—if it was strong, beautiful, and had good furnishings—the builder was wise for having
followed divine guidance.209 Perdue corroborates the connection in the ancient Near East between
the well-built house and wisdom and relates this concept to creation. Perdue notes that creation
was perceived as a “well-constructed, elegant house, its arrangement and appearance one of beauty
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and delight, and its laws those of a harmonious society regulated by authoritative decrees.”210
Craftsmanship and artistic skill were likewise identified with wisdom in the Hebrew Bible.211
The ancient Near Eastern background establishing the connection of wisdom with properly
building a house, helps clarify the metaphor that Bildad uses in Job 8:15. In its ancient Near
Eastern context, the metaphor could be understood as a claim that the godless person loses one’s
“house” for being unwise and not following divine instruction. Utilizing this metaphor in a
multifaceted way, the ancients might have understood the collapsing of one’s “house” to refer to
the impious person’s undoing in multiple realms. In the physical dimension, the “house” might
refer to a literal human house and those things with which the house is filled—i.e., possessions.
In Job 8, it appears as if Bildad is contrasting the wicked’s collapsing houses with the house/estate
of Job, which will be restored to him if he will only be patient. 212 Understood in a more
metaphorical way, the destruction of the “house” could be understood as the elimination of one’s
bloodline,213 family life,214 as well as, perhaps, the eradication of their worldly domain.215 Thus,
according to Bildad, the wicked’s dependence upon their impious lifestyle ultimately proves to be
insubstantial. In contrast to the feeble wicked, Bildad portrays the righteous as possessing deeply
grounded roots.

210

Perdue, Wisdom in Revolt, 58.
See Exod 28:3; 31:3, 6. Ibid., 142, n. 2.
212
Cf. 8:20-22 which is essentially in agreement with Eliphaz’s prior statements in 5:17-26.
213
This meaning is unlikely in this context. Whereas “ ביִ תhouse” can mean “dynasty” (cf. 2 Sam 7:13 [הּוא
ביִ ת לִ ְש ִמי- )]יִ בְ נֶהand refer to a household (by metonymy), it does not likely serve as a metaphor for descendants in the
way that “seed,” (“ ( ֶזרעroot,” )“ )ֹשֹ ֶרשfruit” ( (פְ ׅריdo.
214
Foster notes that a common motif in Mesopotamian compositions points to the house being “the vulnerable
center of family life, sometimes the setting for heights of human happiness or depths of human misery. Threats,
attacks, or intrusions were most keenly felt at home and were anxiously warded off.” Benjamin R. Foster, Before the
Muses: An Anthology of Akkadian Literature (3d ed.; Bethesda, MD: CDL Press, 2005), 28-29.
215
See for example Prov 12:7 ()הָׁ פֹוְך ְרשָׁ עִ ים וְ אֵ ינָׁם ּובֵ ית צ ִדיקִ ים יעֲמֹ ד.
211

67

2.4.4

“Well-Watered and Wicked?”—8:16-19
Though it is apparent that the theme of vv. 11-15 is Bildad’s assessment of the dreadful

fate of the impious, the subject of the following section is not as easy to decipher. As Bildad
continues in his discourse, there is an abrupt change in tone from the malnourished feeble plant (v.
11) to something moist ()רטֹ ב
ָׁ in the presence of the sun, suggesting that the plant is well-nourished.
This plant develops healthy shoots which spread out over a garden (v. 16). This imagery of a plant
being well-fed with healthy shoots is apparently set in contrast with the withering plants of vv. 1112, which represent the godless (v. 13). Likewise, this imagery matches the allusions to the
righteous man in Jer 17:8. Hence, it appears that v. 16 depicts a change of tone, and with this, a
change of subject.216
The most challenging part of this passage lies in the interpretation of the difficult verses
17-19. Whereas one would expect the healthy plant’s roots to extend towards water, as is explicitly
stated in Jer 17:8, this plant’s roots seemingly entangle themselves upon a pile of stones ( ּגל-על
[ שָׁ ָׁרשָׁ יו יְ סֻבָׁ כּוv. 17]). Verse 18 appears to indicate that if the moist plant is uprooted from its place
and it (i.e. the place) disowns the plant saying, “I do not recognize you” (v. 18), the moist plant
nevertheless remains productive because the roots can grow anywhere it is planted—even out of
dust ([ ּומֵ עָׁפָׁר אחֵ ר יִצְ מָׁ חּוv. 19]). Despite the difficulties, an image emerges in vv. 16-19 that contrasts
with the metaphors presented in vv. 11-15. Whereas the wicked’s way of life leads them to a
feeble existence which ultimately collapses, the righteous are depicted as a strong plant that
continuously regenerates in new ground regardless of where it is moved. Seow explains, “One may
understand the point, therefore, to be the tenacity of such a plant in the face of obstacles, perhaps
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a metaphor for faithful patience in the face of hardship. As a moist plant is able to survive even in
a hostile environment, so a truly pious person will survive despite trials and tribulations. Indeed,
it will thrive even amid a hostile environment.”217
2.4.5 Assurance of Retribution and Restoration—8:20-22
Bildad concludes his argument by once again affirming the justice of God through
appealing to the doctrine of just retribution. Bildad’s reference to God not rejecting the person of
integrity ([ תָׁ םv. 20]) brings to mind the descriptions of Job’s character mentioned in the prologue,
where he is referred to as a “blameless and upright man” (1:1, 8; 2:3). This characteristic was
initially reiterated by Eliphaz in his warning to Job to hold fast to his characteristic piety. (4:6).
Bildad advances this line of reasoning by informing Job that God does not reject a blameless
person, nor does God serve as an enabler to evildoers (v. 20). Bildad’s reminds Job that God
would still218 grant Job abundant joy (v. 21),219 and that those who hate him will suffer the
consequences of the wicked by bearing shame upon their households being utterly destroyed (v.
22). Bildad, like Eliphaz, encourages Job to be patient and not to slip into impiety. Job’s rhetoric
in chapter 9, however, challenges his friends’ patience with him.

2.5 “The Whimsical God”—Job 9:20-24
In chapter 9, Job turns to legal jargon which conjures a hypothetical courtroom appearance
that Job wants with God (vv. 2-4, 15). As Job formulates this legal response, he concedes defeat
before the trial has even started, admitting that no one has ever challenged God and won. God is
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too wise. God is too powerful. It is impossible to resist God and succeed. In fact, no one has ever
truly taken up a defensible case against God.220
As an explanation of why it is impossible to defeat God in anything, Job mentions God’s
sovereignty over creation (vv. 5-10). God’s power is demonstrated in the ability to move
mountains (v. 5), shake the earth (v. 6), and especially, to authoritatively speak to creation (v. 7).
God spreads out the heavens, treads upon the sea (v. 8), and is explicitly called the creator of the
constellations and other “wonderful things” (vv. 9-10). Job’s proclamation in v. 10 (-עֹ שֶ ה גְ דֹ לֹות עד
אֵ ין ִמסְ פָׁ ר- )אֵ ין חֵ קֶ ר וְ נִ פְ לָׁאֹות עדsarcastically quotes Eliphaz, who in 5:9 uses identical phrases to
proclaim the wondrous deeds of God (אֵ ין ִמ ְספָׁר-)עֹ שֶ ה גְ דֹ לֹות וְ אֵ ין חֵ קֶ ר נִ פְ לָׁאֹות עד. Job parodies Eliphaz’s
statements to assert that the “wonderful things” of creator God are actually troublesome deeds.221
These allusions bring to mind the creative act of Genesis 1-2, where God not only speaks things
into existence (e.g., Gen 1:3), but also addresses existing things which obey God (e.g., Gen 1:6).222
In God creating and commanding creation through words, God’s complete power is established
over creation, as well as the created order.223 Nevertheless, whereas the creation narrative relates
to the productive side of God’s creation, Job harps exclusively on negative actions—overturning
the earth and hindering the stars from shining. Thus for Job, God’s creation demonstrates that God
is more about power and its (ab)uses than order and justice.
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2.5.1 The Destruction of the Blameless with the Guilty in Job and the Ancient Near
East—vv. 20-24
Just as Job asserts that God misuses power over creation, Job also contends that God is
abusing authority in his situation. Thus, Job reasons in vv. 20-24 that God afflicts Job simply
because God possesses the capacity to do so. This idea of the divine being completely whimsical
in judgment is problematic in ancient Near Eastern literature.

For the most part, other “pious

sufferers” admitted to some type of guilt, justifying, at least in part, their god(s) in permitting their
suffering.
Take, for example, the sufferer in Ludlul, who initially claims not to know why he is
suffering, but perceives that his god (Marduk) is chastening him as if he did not properly worship:
ayyīte epšēti šanâti mātitan
āmurma arkat ridâti ippīru
kî ša tamqītum ana ili lā uktinnu
u ina mākalê ištari lā zakru
appi lā enû šukenni lā amru
ina pīšu ipparkū suppê teslīti
ibṭilu ūm ili išēṭu eššeši
nīš ilīšu kabti qalliš izkuru anāku amšal

What strange conditions everywhere! I
looked behind me, harassment and trouble!
Like one who had not made libations for his
god, and did not invoke his goddess with a
food offering, who did not engage in
prostration, was not seen bowing down, from
whose mouth prayers and supplications have
ceased, who abandoned the day of his god,
disregarded his festival...
Who invoked the solemn oath of his god in
vain, that was who I was like.”224 II:10-16, 22

Ludlul provides especially valuable insight into Job because the protagonist complains about
divine injustice in a comparable manner to Job. Additionally, just as in Job, the sufferer in Ludlul
suggests that those who do not honor the divine should suffer the consequences that the pious
sufferer in fact endures. The protagonist is in an unsettling situation in that he experiences trouble
but is confident that he has been attentive to those things required by his god Marduk:
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aḫsusma ramānī suppê u teslīti

In fact, I was attentive to prayers and
supplications…225 II:23

The inconsistency between the sufferer who claims to be righteous, and his experience,
which he likens to the punishment of those who do not honor the gods, leads to one of the main
points of Ludlul—how to discern what is right and wrong to the gods.226 Job also struggles through
inexplicable divine activity and concludes that, since there is no difference in the worldly outcome
between the righteous and the wicked, there is uniformity in the afterlife (v. 22).227 Job contends
that he has every reason to draw this conclusion, being blameless and suffering as if he were
wicked. Job does not know what wrong he has done and he does not know what he is supposed to
do, and so he continues to deliberate his situation, eventually concluding that God even mocks the
innocent in their despair (v. 23). The only reason that Job would undergo the trials allotted to the
wicked is because God has imputed guilt to him, observed his anguish, and ridiculed him. The
sufferer of Ludlul also straightforwardly accuses Marduk of imputing guilt to him:
iqabbīma gillata ušrašši

He speaks and imputes guilt…228 I:23

However, the protagonist of Ludlul, in contrast to Job, apparently did not worship the
divine properly, and consequently admits to some type of wrongdoing against Marduk. In praising
Marduk for alleviating him of his hardship the sufferer states:
egātīya ušābil šāra

He causes the wind to carry off my acts of
negligence…229 III:61

In contrast to other pious sufferers from the ancient Near East, Job finds no justification
for the type of suffering he endures—especially in his companions’ just retribution theology.
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Therefore, he directly accuses God of being unfair. Interestingly, it is Job’s integrity that forces
him to conclude that God is prone to unpredictable changes in judgment. Job’s persistence in
claiming his innocence prohibits him from fully accepting the dogma his friends ardently defend
for his situation. Yet unlike his friends, who assume that the act and consequence pattern is at
work in the world, Job is compelled to repeatedly declare that he is innocent (9:15, 20),230 and
therefore, this pattern cannot be applicable to his situation.
Thus Job, knowing that he is innocent of the types of sin that would produce the
consequences he experiences according to the just retribution paradigm, is forced to conclude that
God is a criminal.231 Job’s integrity compels him to either falsely indict himself of the type of
grave sin that would be deserving of the type of punishment he receives, or to allege that God
utterly disregards justice and imputes wickedness to him.232 Job choses the latter option,233 thereby
providing Bildad with the answer to his rhetorical questions of 8:3. As Andersen states, Job
“cannot, without dishonesty, parade a fictitious depravity for the sake of theological theory.”234
God must be the one that perverts justice. Job’s integrity permits him to arrive at no other valid
conclusion.
2.5.2 Job’s Righteousness—vv. 20-21
Job’s approach to challenging the justice of God is by focusing on the fate of human beings.
In order for there to be any challenge to God’s justice, Job must initially establish himself as being
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righteous. Job is identified by the narrator (1:1), God (1:8, 2:3), and identifies (9:20, 21, 22) as
“blameless” ()תָׁ ם.235 Eliphaz apparently agrees that Job was a pious man before his trials (4:4).
Bildad too implies Job’s pious character. When encouraging Job to stray from falling into
impiety, Bildad reminds Job that God does not reject the blameless (תָׁ ם-[ הֶ ן אֵ ל ל ֹא יִ ְמאס8:20]). Job
is apparently desperate to accept this theological belief. In fact, Job’s desire to accept this principle
is demonstrated through an identity crisis through which he no longer recognizes himself—an
innocent person suffering as though he were wicked.236 Job knows he is blameless (e.g. אֶ צְ דָׁ ק-ִאם
[v. 20], אָׁ נִ י-[ תָׁ םv. 21]) yet suffering as if he were not, which causes him to reject any semblance of
a just God and consequently to reject his own life ([ אֶ ְמאס חיָׁיv. 21]). As Norman Habel says, “Job
is intent on vindicating his own integrity at the expense of his divine antagonist.”237
2.5.3 Wicked vs. Righteous: Identical Outcomes—vv. 22-23
Job is convinced that his integrity can be vindicated by provoking God to trial. In an
attempt to do so, Job brazenly proclaims the injustice of God’s judgment by exclaiming:
כֵן אָׁ מ ְר ִתי תָׁ ם וְ ָׁרשָׁ ע הּוא ְמכלֶה- על238אחת הִ יא

“It is all the same! Therefore I say, ‘He
destroys the innocent with the wicked.’” v. 22

Since Job is suffering beyond what he deserves, he is forced to conclude that one’s fate in
life is not contingent upon one’s righteousness, and, therefore, neither is one’s fate in death. Job
previously implied the belief of all eventually arriving in the same place upon death when
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commenting that if he were dead, he would dwell with the nobles (3:13-15). However, at this
juncture, Job’s theology is more straightforward and strident. It is not just that the righteous and
the wicked both die, but rather, God is the one responsible for the destruction of the wicked and
the righteous alike, regardless of the nature of their character. These are the first comments that
Job explicitly makes with respect to the fate of the wicked, and they demonstrate that his
experience has led him to distinct conclusions from those of his friends—particularly Bildad who
just reminded Job that God does not pervert justice, embraces the blameless, and rejects the wicked
(8:3, 20).239
Though Job’s theological conclusion concerning the identical fate of the wicked and the
righteous is distinct from that of his companions, it is not completely foreign within the context of
ancient Near Eastern literature. In Mesopotamia it was commonly believed that the last “sleep”
was the identical outcome for all people. Jean Bottéro notes that to ancient Mesopotamians “death
was not nothingness, a notion that was far too unimaginable…for the ancient Mesopotamians ever
to have considered it. They found themselves simply before a cadaver, a body-and-nothing-else
(pagru), fixed and appearing deeply asleep…”240 According to Bottéro, the Mesopotamians
evidently believed that human-beings (awīlu) had a latent specter (eṭemmu) inside the awīlu which
was predestined by Enki/Éa to be summoned to go to “the huge, black cave of Below: the
symmetrical and antithetical opposite of On High, where it joined the countless multitude of other
spectators [cf. Job 3:17-19], assembled there since the beginning of time and forever to lead a
mournful existence, lethargic and sluggish forever after, an existence that was suggested by the
rigid and pensive cadaver, as well as the fabulous image of Below of black night, of heavy silences,
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and of endless, weighty sleep.”241 The eventual condition was considered to be the same for
everyone in ancient Mesopotamia (“the last was the same sleep for everyone!”242), in that, similar
to Job’s perception of the realm of the dead in 3:17-19, all are granted a “more or less bearable or
‘fortunate’ condition.”243 Merits, morality, and good conduct while on earth played no role in
one’s situation in the afterlife which was alike for all those who died.244
Death as the fate of all people is humankind’s most basic observation. Along with this
observation comes the understanding that death is not a desirable experience. Therefore, sages in
the ancient Near East were compelled to deal with this issue. One of the ways to approach this
matter was to directly state that all humans will die just as those who have died before. This is the
approach of the sufferer’s companion in the Theodicy, who responds to the sufferer’s tragic loss
of his mother and father by stating:
nadnūma abbūnu illakū uruḫ mūtu
nāri ḫubur ebberi qabû ultu ullā

Our fathers have been given, but they shall go
the path of death. “I shall cross the river
Hubur,” it has been said since ancient time
(lines 16-17).245

The Sumerian composition Nothing is of Value likewise states:
Death is the share of man;
The consequences of his fate, no man can escape them
Lines 3-4246
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Furthermore, the Siduri the Tavern Keeper in the Epic of Gilgamesh blames the divine
realm for humankind’s encounter with death because death was, in fact, made for humans. She
strives to dissuade Gilgamesh from seeking eternal life by encouraging him to live
hedonistically:247
inūma ilū ibnû awīlūtam
mūtam iškunū ana awīlūtim
balāṭam ina qātīšunu iṣṣabtū

When the gods created mankind, for mankind
they established death, eternal vigor, they
kept for themselves. Tablet 10, Col. iii 3-5248

Gilgamesh ultimately refuses, still grieving over his dead companion Enkidu, and Siduri
the alewife eventually assists him in his search for Utanapishtim.249
Though a humorous composition,250 the Dialogue of Pessimism deals with serious
philosophical issues.251 The servant in the Dialogue of Pessimism directly states, like Job, that
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both the wicked and the righteous meet the same fate. This is evident in the servant saying to his
lord:
ilīma ina eli tillāni labīrūti itallak
amur gulgullē ša arkûti u panûti
ayyû bēl limuttimma ayyû bēl usâti

“Go up to the ancient ruin heaps and walk
about. See the skulls of the high and low.
Which is the malefactor, and which is the
benefactor?”252 Lines 76-78

The servant utters this comment in response to his master’s initial desire to perform some
type of good deed for his country (line 30). Upon the master changing his mind (line 74), the slave
also provides his most compelling reason for not committing this good deed. The slave’s reason
is simple and coincides with conventional Mesopotamian thought concerning the afterlife—
everyone meets the same fate and therefore, altruistic deeds are ultimately unprofitable (lines 7678).
2.5.4 Problematic Issue for the Sages
Through repetition of the problematic theological issue that all are allotted the same fate,
it becomes clear that ancient Near Eastern sages were deeply concerned with this matter. 253
Compositions from the ancient Near East propose, as does Job, that death is the eventual fate of
all human beings regardless of their moral character.254 Job’s comments in 9:22-23 however,
bolster the theological implications of the uniformity of human fate. Job does not simply state that
all die, or that the wicked perish. Rather, Job unswervingly accuses God for being responsible for
bringing both the upright and the wicked to an early end. Job’s brazenness is what sets him apart
from the ancient Near Eastern depictions of all meeting the same fate. He portrays God as a violent
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god,255 who, acting on whims outside of any particular objective paradigm, is responsible for the
destruction of the innocent and the wicked.
2.5.5 God is the “Unjust Justice” –v. 24
2.5.5.1 A Reward for the Wicked— ָרשָ ע-אֶ ֶרץ נִ ְּתנָה ְּביַד
At this point Job is compelled to denounce what proves to be his greatest theologically
perplexing problem—the prosperity of the wicked.256 Job and his friends agree that the suffering
he experiences is not the proper treatment of the righteous. What they will ultimately disagree
over is whether Job should in the end be counted among the wicked.
In the first round of discourses, Eliphaz hints that the wicked would be punished (4:10-11)
and Bildad directly states that the wicked would experience turmoil (8:1-22). Job may be hearing
his companions accusing him of sin, thereby explaining his afflictions as punishments. However,
Eliphaz takes pains not to accuse Job—coming up with other explanations (e.g., it is a warning; it
is ordinary human suffering that will soon end)—and Bildad looks at the death of Job’s children
and blames Job’s circumstances on the children, not on Job. Job spurns Eliphaz’s and Bildad’s
explanations because they do not come to grips with the extent and profundity of his suffering.
Job initially suggests that all meet the same fate (vv. 22-23), but then proceeds to state that
God derides the innocent and actually favors the wicked by compensating their misdeeds and
obscuring justice. God’s active distortion of justice permits the wicked to become prosperous by
inheriting the earth. Along with this notion of inheriting the earth comes the idea of having
dominion over all things with God’s blessing.257 The fact that the wicked inherit the earth—
perhaps meaning that they control the world’s order—is completely against traditional biblical
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wisdom, which asserts that those who honor God inherit the land while the wicked are cut off (cf.
Ps 37:9 [אָׁ ֶרץ-מ ֵרעִ ים יִ כ ֵָׁרתּון וְ קֹ וֵי יְ הוָׁה הֵ מָׁ ה יִ ְירשּו-י
ְ ִ)[כ.258 Thus through the phrase רשָׁ ע-ד
ָׁ אֶ ֶרץ נִ ְתנָׁה בְ י, Job
claims that his experience indicates that there are occasions when the just retribution model is not
operative. At this point, Job’s conclusion as to why the wicked inherit the earth is because of
God’s impaired judgment in carrying out justice. Simply stated—God is an unfair judge.
2.5.5.2 Job as Judge—9:24 & 29:7-25
The fact that Job formerly served as a judge is an issue that makes the prosperity of the
wicked despicable to him. Job served as a judge in the city gate (29:7-25) and conducted himself
in an upright manner concerning issues relating to justice. He was respected by people of all ages
who admired the judgment he dispensed (vv. 8-11, 21-24). Job rescued the poor, helped orphans
(v. 12), was a father to the needy (v. 16), made the widow merry (v. 13), assisted people with
physical disabilities (v. 15), and served people as a type of sympathetic mentor (v. 25). After Job’s
career as an honorable judge, he envisioned a long, prosperous life eventually ending at home (vv.
18-20).
There is one conspicuous claim in Job’s self-assessment as a judge in that he affirms his
unswerving dedication to judging with integrity.

Job claims to have properly judged the

unrighteous by likening them to a fierce lion, stating, “I broke the fangs of the unrighteous and
caused him to drop [his] prey (ּומ ִשּנָׁיו א ְשלִ יְך טָׁ ֶרף
ִ
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[ ָׁואֲשבְ ָׁרה ְמתלְ עֹות עּוָׁל29:17]).” Alluding to

Eliphaz’s suggestion that the impious suffer the consequences of the wicked lion (4:10-11), Job
declares that he was actually the righteous judge who hunted the wicked lions, breaking their fangs
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and depriving them of their sustenance. Job established righteousness by meting out justice to the
wicked.
Job’s self-assessment aligns him with the criteria set out for judges in the Israelite
tradition.260 Exodus 18:21 indicates that the judges of the land were supposed to capable, Godfearing, followers of truth, and haters of unjust gain. Job continuously asserts that he that he has
fulfilled all of those requirements. Nevertheless, Job is denied the justice he formerly practiced as
a judge261—worst of all, by God. God is the one who perverts the rules necessary for the
establishment of justice by impeding the discernment of judges (שֹ פְ טֶ יהָׁ יְ כסֶ ה-)פְ נֵי.262

James

Crenshaw properly sums up Job’s comments in this section stating, “(i)t is as if Job answers
Abraham’s question in Gen 18:25 with a resounding “No.” God does not act justly, and what is
more, like the most loathsome of fools in the book of Proverbs, he mocks the helpless. Having
abdicated his responsibility as guardian of justice, God hands over the earth into the power of the
wicked and aids them in covering judges’ faces.”263
2.5.5.3 “The Hypocritical God”—Job 9:24 and Psalm 82
As Job determines to pursue litigation, he is confronted with the reality that he opposes the
head of the divine council. This ruler of the council, according to Job, is not only much stronger
than he (v. 19) but is also a violent, ridiculing, perverter of justice (v. 21-23). Job contends that if
God were to properly maintain the rules of jurisprudence, he would be declared innocent. Yet,
God has become like one of the corrupt judges, deriving pleasure from punishing the righteous
and the wicked alike.264
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The imagery of God, the head of the divine council, acting as an unjust judge brings to
mind the accusations against the Canaanite deity El in Psalm 82. In Ugaritic tradition, El is
depicted presiding over the assembly of gods at El’s mountain, which, was the location from which
decrees issued by El, were declared.265 The polemical nature of Psalm 82 emerges in v. 1, where
God266 appears in the divine council of El and reprimands the judges/gods267 for failing to act
responsibly and perverting justice (vv. 2-7).268 The following table is a comparison between the
rebukes of the judges/gods of El by God, and the claims of God’s injustices by Job:
Accusation
Making unjust legal decisions
Showing partiality to the wicked
Negligence towards the helpless

Psalm 82- El’s gods
82:2a
82:2b
82:3-4

Job 9:19-24- God of Job
9:22, 24
9:24a
9:23

Understanding the Canaanite tradition regarding the council of El, along with reading
Psalm 82 and Job 9 intertextually, it is possible to envision Job uttering a harsh invective against
God. In Job 9, God causes corruption just as the gods do in Psalm 82 and thereby behaves like the
very Canaanite deities YHWH rebukes in the Psalm.

God administers (in)justice like the

unsympathetic, partisan judges of the court of El. It is as a result of God’s behavior that the wicked
prosper, inheriting the land. God shows favoritism towards the wicked like the judges of El. Read
together, these passages depict a god who transgresses his own standards of proper conduct. The
God of Job is a hypocrite!
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The indictments Job makes against God in 9:20-24 are the strongest allegations a mortal
can bring against a divine judge.269 Job perceives God as a powerful bully who causes human
suffering and then ridicules without compassion. God actively perverts justice making the fate of
the wicked prosperous.270

2.6 “God’s Hostilities to Job”—Job 10:2-3, 7-8, 16
This invective continues in Job 10, where we encounter Job weary and looking for answers.
Since God remains silent, Job resigns himself to complaining and speaking of the bitterness of his
soul (v. 1). His complaint alleges that God has crafted Job with the intent of destroying him. For
Job, it makes no sense for God to bother to create a human and then to give him up—to destroy
the work of his own hands, while looking favorably upon the wicked (vv. 2-3).
Job continues to cling to his innocence (v. 7), although it would seem futile because divine
judgment is inevitable.271 The only conclusion that Job can muster concerning why he suffers the
fate of a wicked person is that God is responsible for the entire situation. Job confronts God in v.
2, beseeching God to not declare him wicked (ת ְר ִשיעֵנִ י-)אל,272 and to disclose the reason that God
contends with him. Job’s reaction to God declaring the innocent wicked is laced with bitter
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sarcasm. Job sarcastically asks God if God benefits ( )הֲטֹוב לְ ָךfrom oppressing and despising the
work of God’s hands (v. 3a). Even though God’s hands shaped Job (vv. 3 & 8a), and God
meticulously formed Job (vv. 9-12),273 God is set to completely destroy him (v. 8b).274 God
continuously renews hostilities against Job, increasing anger towards him, and bringing troops—
a concrete image of God’s hostility—against him (v. 17).275
In agreement with Job’s previously-mentioned desire to never have been born (3:1-19),
this passage also calls into question the purpose of Job’s existence (vv. 18-19). At this point,
however, Job loathes his life (v. 1)276 and, in his distress, becomes brasher in asserting the purpose
of his existence: God formed Job to destroy him (vv. 8-9). There is nothing that Job can do to
prevent this as God planned this suffering for Job in the divine heart (v. 13). Job’s hope is relegated
to the possibility that he might obtain some comfort before departing into deep darkness (vv. 2022).
Throughout all of this, Job notes again that God approvingly responds to the wicked (v.
3b).277 Traditional Israelite wisdom advises the pious not to enter the counsel of the wicked (בעֲצת
רשָׁ עִ ים,ְ cf. Ps 1:1). Now, Job is accusing God of favoring this very counsel ( ָׁעֲצת ְרשָׁ עִ ים הֹופָׁעְ ת-)על.
Thus, God’s system is corrupted in God’s sanctioning the impious’ schemes. This injustice is
portrayed in two specific images in this passage which depict Job suffering the consequences that
one would expect to befall the wicked—namely, God swallowing Job, as well as God hunting Job
like a fierce lion.
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2.6.1 God Swallows Job—10:8
In the Bible, the figurative usage of the verb בלע, usually in the piel “to cause to be
swallowed,” is commonly used to depict a destructive act—“to destroy” or “to ruin.”278 This
imagery appears in the prologue of Job where God reminds the Satan that he provoked God to
“destroy him [Job] for no reason” ()לְ בלְ עֹו ִחּנָׁם. This imagery is shared by other biblical wisdom
literature. For example, Prov 1:12 mentions the sinners who recruit people to incite violence
against others and commit robbery by saying, “Let us swallow them alive like Sheol” ( נִ בְ ָׁל ֵעם כִ ְשאֹול
)חיִ ים,279—intending to fill their houses with the victim’s plunder (1:13).280
Similarly, the imagery of swallowing is associated with the concept of divine judgment.
For instance, Isaiah explicitly depicts judgment through God permanently destroying Death by
swallowing ([ ִבלע המָׁ וֶת ָׁלנֶצח25:8]).

Additionally, at the end of the episode detailing Korah’s

rebellion (Num 16:30-32), the earth consumes Korah and those associated with his trespass ( ו ִתפְ תח
בָׁ תֵ יהֶ ם-פִ יהָׁ ו ִת ְבלע אֹ תָׁ ם וְ אֶ ת-[ הָׁ אָׁ ֶרץ אֶ תv. 32]). In this passage, God is depicted as judging through the
usually inanimate earth opening its mouth to swallow those who had rebelled. The opening up of
the earth’s mouth coincides with the imagery of the Ugaritic deity Mot, whose mouth is the cavities
in the earth and whose gullet is the channels (graves and other holes and cracks) leading down into
the Netherworld. The Epic of Baal depicts swallowing as the method in which the Ugaritic god
Mot destroys his prey:281
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BDB, 118.
With regard to the identity of Sheol, Hans M. Barstad states, “There appears to be no textual support for
the claim that personifications of Sheol in the Hebrew Bible reflect mythological material.” “Sheol,” DDD, 768. At
bare minimum, however, this indeed appears to be a case in which Sheol is personified. See also, Hab 2:5.
280
Isa 5:14 also makes reference to Sheol swallowing, though without using the verb בלע, to depict judgment
upon the impious. Sheol “widens her throat and opens her mouth without limit” (חֹ ק-)הִ ְרחִ יבָׁ ה ְשאֹול נפְ שָׁ ה ּו ָׁפע ֲָׁרה פִ יהָׁ לִ בְ לִ י.
Mettinger, "God of Job," 43-44. Cf. also Ps 35:25, Isa 49:19, Lam 2:16, and Hab 1:13 where the verb  בלעdepicts a
destructive action by the impious.
281
Nahum M. Sarna, "Epic Substratum in the Prose of Job," JBL 76 (1957): 16.
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“Do not get too close to Divine
Mot
Do not let him take you like a
Lamb in his mouth,
Like a kid crushed in the chasm of
His throat.” Tablet 4, Col. 8:15-20
“Surely you will descend into Divine
Mot’s throat,
Into the gullet of El’s Beloved, the
Hero”
Tablet 5, Col. 1:6-8282

Knowing that Mot was perceived as the god who destroyed his victims through swallowing
them puts the act of God in Isa 25:8 into perspective in its ancient Near Eastern context and helps
illustrate how Job characterizes God. In Isaiah, God swallows Death in a divine act of judgment
upon the chaotic force responsible for swallowing others. Death is swallowed and eliminated so
that God might bring comfort to God’s people. In Job 10:8, Job accuses God doing the exact
opposite—God causes chaos by deeming innocent creation wicked, creating injustice by favoring
the wicked, and taking on the character of the destructive Ugaritic god Mot.283
2.6.2 God the Lion Hunts Job the Prey—10:14-16
Eliphaz first likens the wicked person to a lion and outlines the consequences that come
upon those who do not honor God (4:10-11). In Job’s responses, he has repeatedly accused God
of treating him as though he were a wicked person. In 10:14-16, Job once again repeats his
innocence and alludes to Eliphaz’s usage of lion imagery to communicate the injustice being
carried out upon him. Job brazenly asserts:
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Translation and transliteration from Mark S. Smith, "The Baal Cylcle," in Ugaritic Narrative Poetry (ed.
Simon B. Parker; SBLWAW 9; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 1997), 139, 141.
283
Mettinger, "God of Job," 43-44. Leo Perdue notes, “(l)ike the insatiable Mot whose gullet swallows Baal,
an image also descriptive of the voracious appetite of Sheol (Prov 1:12), God has turned to devour the creature of his
own making.” Perdue, Wisdom in Revolt, 143-44, n. 1. See also Jonah 2:1-3, where the large fish takes Jonah to Sheol
by means of swallowing him.
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“If [my head] lifts up, like a lion you would
hunt me—again, you will show your power
against me.”

 ִבי-וְ יִ גְ אֶ ה כשחל ְתצּודֵ נִ י וְ תָׁ שֹ ב ִת ְתפ ָׁלא

It is ambiguous whether the simile  כשחלapplies to God (as in, God is acting like a lion in
hunting Job) or Job (as in Job is being hunted as if he were a lion). This uncertainty is further
complicated by examining lion imagery in the Bible where it is used to depict the lion as a wicked
person (cf. Ps 7:3, 10:9, 17:12, 91:13), as well as God in acts of judgment (cf. Hos 5:14; 13:7-8;
Amos 3:4, 8; 5:19).284 Nevertheless, in the light of Job’s other discourses, the reference is
apparently depicting God as the lion and Job the prey. Affirmation of God as the lion appear
through the viciousness that Job attributes to God against him in 16:9 ()אפֹו טָׁ רף ויִ ְש ְטמֵ נִ י, and 16:12
(עָׁרפִ י ויְ פצְ פְ צֵ נִ י
ְ יתי ויְ פ ְרפְ ֵרנִ י וְ אָׁ חז ְב
ִ ִ)שָׁ לֵו הָׁ י. Despite the ambiguous syntax, it is reasonable to understand
Job claiming in v. 16 that if he were to simply demonstrate any semblance of respectability by
lifting up his head,285 God the lion would hunt Job, displaying great power in this brutal act against
him.

2.7 “The Eye of the Wicked Will Fail”: Zophar—11:20
2.7.1 God’s Immeasurable Wisdom—11:7-8
Zophar understands the rhetoric that Job uses to portray God as a way of circumventing his
own culpability.286 Therefore, Zophar commences his initial discourse by accusing Job of being a
wordy mocker who mistakenly believes his instruction is flawless. 287 He wishes that God would
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For God being depicted as a lion in the Hebrew Bible, see Strawn, What is Stronger than a Lion?, 58-65.
Job seems to be talking about himself in 16a (see i.e., v. 15 רשעְ ִתי,ָׁ )צָׁ דקְ ִתי, but the verb  יִ גְ אֶ הis in the third
person. The closest antecedent is ֹאשי
ִ  רfor which the third person singular conjugation would be appropriate rendering
the phrase “when it is high” referring to his head. Thus, it seems to be that Job is communicating that if his head were
lifted up, God the lion would hunt him. For the conditionality of this phrase, see GKC §109h. See the phrase נָׁשָׁ א ר ֹאש
in Judg 8:28 and Ps 83:3 as an indicator of pride. Habel, Job, 200.
286
Seow, Job 1-21, 599.
287
Crenshaw pointedly observes that Job never, in fact, states that his teaching is flawless. Reading Job, 80.
285
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speak up against Job and reveal to him the true secrets of wisdom. Zophar supposes that Job
believes in his innocence but, based upon his circumstances, Zophar concludes that Job cannot be
guiltless. Thus, he surmises that Job must have sinned but then was made to forget his trespass.288
Job’s inability to remember his sin is what makes his suffering seems like groundless punishment.
(11:2-6).
At this point, Zophar asks Job several rhetorical questions with the intent of impressing
upon Job that he has no right to question his circumstances. Job knows nothing of the profundity
of God (v. 7), which is higher than the heavens and deeper than Sheol (v. 8). Here we see Zophar
using a common ancient Near Eastern proverb, appearing in various forms in the Dialogue of
Pessimism, Ludlul, The Babylonian Theodicy, The Ballad of Early Rulers, and Nothing is of
Value,289 among other compositions to express the limits of human knowledge. Nili Samet
comments:
In Job 11, Zophar seems to utilize this topos for purposes similar to those of classic
Akkadian wisdom literature. God’s wisdom is declared to be higher than heaven,
deeper than Sheol, longer than the earth and broader than the sea, and therefore Job
cannot achieve it. Aside from the figurative use of the typically concrete
components heaven, Sheol, earth and sea, Zofar (sic) does not seem to suggest any
novelty; he basically agrees with the traditional view of the Mesopotamian wisdom
literature, concluding that wisdom.290
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This understanding of v. 6b (ישֶ ה לְ ָך אֱלֹוה מֵ עֲֹונֶָך- )כִ יis based upon the verb  ישֶ הrelated to  נשהII “to forget”—
and in the hiphil “to cause to forget.” Cf. Job 39:17. BDB, 674. This is in contrast to many commentators who suggest
 ישֶ הis related to  נשהI “to lend, become a creditor” (ibid.), and understand the phrase to mean that Job is suffering less
than he deserves. See Habel, Job, 207; Wilson, Job; 114, Longman, Job, 187.
289
Comparable adages exist in recensions A (lines 5-7), and D (lines 1-20) as divided by Alster. Alster,
Wisdom of Ancient Sumer, 270, 278-79.
290
Nili Samet, "'The Tallest Man Cannot Reach Heaven; The Broadest Man Cannot Cover Earth.'
Reconsidering the Proverb and its Biblical Parallels," JHS 10 (2010): 2-10, quotation from p. 10. See already
Frederick E. Greenspahn, “A Mesopotamian Proverb and Its Biblical Reverberations,” JAOS 114 (1994): 33-38. The
wisdom-related idea of the incomprehensibility of exalted figures is also evident in Prov 25:3, where it is the king
whose heart is inscrutable. See also the discussion in Alster, Wisdom of Ancient Sumer, 294-96, who points out
potential reasons for the recurrence of these lines among the aformentioned texts.
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In accordance with ancient Near Eastern thought, Zophar asserts that, only the divine can
access true wisdom and, therefore, no one, especially Job, can turn God away from God’s purposes
(v. 10).291 God’s wisdom is evident through God’s discernment in being able to perceive those
who are wicked (אָׁ וֶן וְ ל ֹא יִ ְתבֹונָׁן-שָׁ וְ א וי ְרא-הּוא יָׁדע ְמתֵ י-[ כִ יv. 11]). This assertion is in direct opposition
to Job’s contention that God does not differentiate between the innocent and the wicked—or, if
God does, God favors the wicked (cf. 9:20-24).292 The implicit suggestion is that Job should
recognize and turn away from those things that are provoking God to treat him as a wicked person.
Yet Zophar does not initially focus on the fate of the wicked but, rather, emphasizes the
good fortune that will come upon the righteous.293 In vv. 13-19, Zophar switches from speaking
in the third person to the second person294 and directly emboldens Job to set his heart to God and
to put away all evil (vv. 13-14) so that life’s circumstances would rapidly improve for him. Upon
Job returning to God, he would regain his social standing (v. 15), forget all of his trouble (v. 16),
and enjoy security, hope (v. 18), and respect (v. 19). Indeed Zophar’s remarks concerning the
restoration of the righteous demonstrate that his conclusion matches those of his Eliphaz (5:19-25)
and Bildad (8:20-22).295 If Job does not repent, however, he will suffer the consequences due to
him and will be destroyed like the wicked.296
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Regarding Mesopotamian religion Bottéro notes the tradition that “only the gods, masters of the universe,
know and understand its progress; that only they are aware of the system that rules the universe; that only they are
able to answer the innumerable and unsolvable questions that we ask about our universe.” Bottéro, Mesopotamia,
263.
292
Longman, Job, 188.
293
De la Fuente, "Prosperidad del Malvado," 606.
294
Janzen, Job, 99.
295
Greenstein, “Parody as a Challenge,” 74.
296
It is important to note that the restoration listed in vv. 15-19 is not listed in materialistic terms, but rather
deals with the human psychological state. Longman, Job, 186, 190. This is important because psychological instability
proves to be one of the illustrations that Eliphaz uses in his depiction of the consequences of the wicked (15:20-21,
24).
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2.7.2 The Consequences for the Wicked—11:20
Despite the potential restoration Job might be able to enjoy, v. 20 states what Zophar
believes to be the eventual end of the wicked person. Zophar’s assessment serves as a warning to
Job so as not to continue to deny his blameworthiness. Communicated in typical retributive justice
fashion, Zophar states:
“The eyes of the wicked will fail.
Escape will vanish from them
Their hope is chagrin”297

וְ ֵעינֵי ְרשָׁ עִ ים ִתכְ לֶינָׁה
ּומָׁ נֹוס אָׁ בד ִמנְ הֶ ם
 ָׁנפֶש-וְ ִתקְ וָׁתָׁ ם מפח

In contrast to the repentant person described in vv. 15-19,298 the consequence for the
wicked, according to Zophar in v. 20, is three-fold. Initially, the eyes of the wicked will fail. The
failing of the eyes ( )כָׁלְ תָׁ ה עיִ ןis a phrase that is used in the Bible to express a thwarted hope or
longing for something. For example, this phrase is use in conjunction with longing for loved ones
in Deut 28:32 ()בָׁ נֶיָך ּובְ נֹ תֶ יָך נְ תֻ נִ ים לְ עם אחֵ ר וְ עֵ ינֶיָך רֹ אֹות וְ ָׁכלֹות ֲאלֵיהֶ ם, as well as the psalmist’s yearning
for God in )[ כָׁ לּו עֵ ינַי ְמיחֵ ל לֵאֹלהָׁ יPs 69:4]). Thus, the wicked eventually find themselves in a
perpetually desirous state, yearning for that which is dear to them. Secondly, there is no escape
from this because judgment is sure to come. Lastly, when the judgment comes, all hope will be
lost to utter chagrin. By encouraging Job to put away his iniquity (vv. 13-19), and distinguishing
between the potential turnaround for Job and the dreadful fate of the wicked, Zophar strives to
correct Job’s outlandish claims of 9:22 which suggest that God indeterminately slays both the
blameless and the wicked.299
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Based on the phrase “…and have vexed the soul of its owners” ( )וְ ֶנפֶש בְ ָׁעלֶיהָׁ הִ פָׁחְ ִתיin 31:39, it appears that
 מפחsignifies extreme displeasure (i.e. chagrin).
298
Longman, Job, 190.
299
Ibid., 56-57.
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2.8 Summary/Conclusion
Job’s friends came from afar, sat with him, wept, and were speechless for seven days.
Eliphaz finally breaks the silence after Job curses the day of his birth in order to offer words of
encouragement. Eliphaz’s main method of encouraging Job comes through lion imagery—a
widely known image in the biblical and ancient Near Eastern literary traditions—which he uses to
demonstrate the justice of God. God gives people what they ultimately deserve, according to
Eliphaz. Just as the lion eventually receives its just retribution from God, so Job would be
vindicated in the course of time. Job must simply be patient and not fall into impiety in order to
eventually attain that which is due to him—his restoration.
Bildad makes an overt appeal to ancient wisdom at the beginning of his dialogue in order
to establish the veracity of his subsequent claims. Like Eliphaz, Bildad’s conclusion regarding
human fate is based upon the doctrine of just retribution. Unlike Eliphaz, however, Bildad points
out that Job’s children are a prime object lesson for the doctrine of just retribution at work. They
suffered the consequences of their wrongdoing, and though Job is forced to suffer their loss, he
does not have to suffer the same fate.
In order to differentiate the pious from the wicked, Bildad uses well-known botanic
imagery. Through this, Bildad resonates with other biblical passages (e.g., Jer 17:5-8), that the
forgetters of God will wither, while the pious are firmly planted. God’s justice demands that God
strengthen the blameless and reject the evildoer. If Job would only hold fast, he would see the day
when the justice of God is meted out to the wicked—even to his enemies.
The first round of speeches ends with Zophar, who maintains that Job must admit his
wrongdoing and turn back to God. To Zophar, Job’s suffering is a sort of “divine pedagogy” in
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which he must learn humility.300 God’s wisdom is overwhelmingly more expansive than Job’s;
therefore, Job must be quick to recognize his iniquity and not blame God. This is Job’s only
avenue of restoration. If Job does not turn to God, Zophar suggests, he will suffer the unavoidable
consequences of the wicked. Zophar’s ultimatum to either repent and be restored, or remain
obstinate and suffer, fittingly comes as the final words of Job’s friends’ speeches in the first round,
and foreshadows the harsher character of the second round of speeches.
Though Job’s friends perpetually address him in their speeches, Job’s analysis of his
circumstances is not directly addressed to his friends. Job expresses his observations based upon
his experience to God. After all, it is God who behaves like a perverter of justice and favors the
wicked. Job cries out that God condemns him without just cause and abusively carries out the
consequences of the wicked upon him. God destroys Job by “swallowing him”—which is imagery
also related to the Ugaritic deity Mot. God is also depicted as a ferocious lion that devours Job,
demonstrating the misusage of God’s brute power to abuse him.
In this manner Job candidly rebuffs his friends’ condolences with displeasure. The doctrine
of just retribution is not applicable in Job’s case and therefore, promises of restoration are made in
vain. Hence, the longer his companions’ harp on this doctrine, the more Job is forced to
demonstrate how it is precisely this paradigm that points to God’s injustice because of his
innocence. Job’s accusations concerning the character of God are understood by his companions,
which is evident through the discourse in round two, where they intensify their defense of God’s
just retribution based upon traditional wisdom, and ultimately include Job among the wicked.
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Crenshaw, Reading Job, 20.
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3 “Unequivocal Reiteration”: Eliphaz in Job 15:17-35
As said above, Eliphaz is the most accommodating to Job in the first round of speeches and
uses metaphorical language to reinforce divine justice and, hence, eventual restoration for Job (see
my comments on 4:6-11). Yet now, Eliphaz bluntly confronts Job in his second speech alleging
that Job has broken away from fearing God (אתָׁ ה תָׁ פֵר יִ ְראָׁ ה-[ אף15:4]).301 As a result of this, Eliphaz
proceeds to a protracted description of the consequences due to the wicked.302 In this portrayal,
Eliphaz describes many of the same repercussions of impiety that he and/or his friends mention in
the first cycle of speeches.303
Eliphaz erupts into rhetorical questioning in vv. 7-9, asking Job if he were the first man
ever born—even before the hills304—and asking if he arrogates wisdom to himself. “Did you listen
in on God’s council?”305 Eliphaz sarcastically inquires of Job, “What do you know that we do not
know? What do you understand that is not with us?” The answers to these questions are all clearly
negative. Through this rhetoric, Eliphaz invokes and challenges Job’s claim to having wisdom
comparable to that of his friends (12:3).306 Nevertheless, Job refrains from embracing traditional
wisdom in his situation, regardless of how much both Bildad (8:8-10), and now Eliphaz (15:10,

301
Based on the context, especially Job’s allegations against God in the previous round of speeches, it is
reasonable to understand  יִ ְראָׁ הto be an abbreviated form of  יִ ְראת יהוהas it is used in other wisdom literature (i.e. Prov
1:7, 29, 2:5, 9:10), or with another appellatives for God (i.e. [ יִ ְראת אֱֹלהִ יםGen. 20:11], [ יִ ְראת שדיJob 6:14], and יִ ְראת
[ אֲדֹ נָׁיJob 28:28]).
302
Habel, Job¸248.
303
For example, in 9:20 Job proclaims that, though he is righteous, his own mouth makes him wicked (-ִאם
)אֶ צְ דָׁ ק פִ י י ְר ִשי ֵענִ י. Eliphaz retorts and states that it is indeed Job’s mouth that condemns him and not anyone else’s
(אָׁ נִ י-[ י ְר ִשיעֲָך פִ יָך וְ ל ֹא15:6a]).
304
Eliphaz’s question to Job regarding his origins ( ָׁ )לִ פְ נֵי גְ בָׁ עֹות חֹולָׁלְ תbrings to mind the rhetoric Lady Wisdom
uses to describe her own ancient origins in Prov 8:25 ))לִ פְ נֵי גְ בָׁ עֹות חֹולָׁלְ ִתי. Longman, Job, 225. This recalls a major
tenant of traditional wisdom—namely, the primordial character of genuine wisdom (cf. 8:8-10). See also Janzen,
Job¸116, 120-21.
305
In the Bible, true prophets of God whose words contains authoritative wisdom are privy to the council of
God (e.g., Micaiah in 1 Kgs 22:19; see also Jer 23:18-22), Janzen, Job, 116. God is depicted as revealing God’s
council to those who are upright while those who turn aside from God are an abomination ( יְ שָׁ ִרים-כִ י תֹועֲבת יְ הוָׁה נָׁלֹוז וְ אֶ ת
)סֹודֹו. Job responds that he indeed was privy to this council in 29:4. Such councils were also common in the mythology
of ancient Mesopotamian and Canaanite cultures. Habel, Job, 253.
306
Wilson, Job¸162.
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17-18), advocate for this position. Eliphaz perceives that Job is angry at God (v. 13) which
provokes him in vv. 14-16 to reiterate to Job that no one can be pure or righteous ( יִ ְזכֶה-אֱנֹוש כִ י-מָׁ ה
יִ צְ דק יְ לּוד ִאשָׁ ה-)וְ כִ י, regardless of how frequently Job attests to his integrity.
Yet before addressing the traditional description of the fate of the wicked, Eliphaz is
compelled to deal with one of Job’s comments regarding God’s justice. In 9:24, Job complains
that God favors the wicked through rewarding them with the land ( ָׁרשָׁ ע-—)אֶ ֶרץ נִ ְתנָׁה בְ ידand control
of what happens therein—instead of the supposed punishments his companions suggest the wicked
should suffer. Eliphaz seizes the opportunity to rebuke Job for this remark, and informs Job that
control of the land was exclusively given to the wise and venerable ancients (לָׁהֶ ם לְ בדָׁ ם נִ ְתנָׁה הָׁ אָׁ ֶרץ
[v. 19a]),307 whose advice Job spurns. Only the wise forefathers were the guardians of pure
tradition and could keep true doctrine intact. The forefathers lived peacefully because they were
protected from invasion ( ָׁעבר זָׁר ְבתֹוכָׁם-)וְ ל ֹא308 and negative foreign influence.309 In this manner,
Eliphaz answers Job’s claim of 9:24 that the wicked are the heirs of God’s blessing. The wicked
are indeed not the recipients of God’s munificence, but, rather, the guardians of truth who are
liberated from wayward influence are the genuine beneficiaries.310

307

See Ps 25:13, which indicates that the children of the God-fearer are those who will inherit the earth ( וְ ז ְרעֹו

)יִ ירש אָׁ ֶרץ.
308

This idea of living peacefully in the land as a result of no stranger passing through is best understood when
read intertextually. In Joel 4:17, God states that Jerusalem will be in an ideal state when God resides there and no
other foreigners will pass through (בָׁ ה עֹוד-יעבְ רּו-)וְ ז ִָׁרים ל ֹא. See also Nah 2:1, where Judah is promised never to be
invaded by the wicked who are cut off (יֹוסיף עֹוד לעבור [לעֲבָׁ ר] בָׁ ְך בְ לִ יעל כֹֻּלה נִ כְ ָׁרת
ִ )כִ י ל ֹא. It appears that this same concept
of peace through no foreign invasion is what is being depicted in Job 15:19b. Driver and Gray, Job, 1:137; Dhorme,
Job, 215; Pope, Job, 116; Tur-Sinai, Job, 252; Habel, Job, 258.
309
Hartley, Job, 251. It seems likely, whether this is a Transjordanian composition or not, that the point of
this statement is that the ancients’ wisdom was unpolluted by foreign influence. That is, the foreigner in any culture
would not have been able to negatively influence the pure and sagacious wisdom from antiquity (contra Longman,
Job, 228, n. 12.).
310
Seow, Job 1-21, 703. Note the repeated claim of the psalmists that only the righteous and blessed of the
Lord enter into and inherit the land (Pss 37: 3, 9, 11, 22, 27, 29, 34; 74:9). See also the destiny of the mighty tyrant’s
children who are not permitted to inherit the land in Isa 14:21, as well as Hosea’s claim that disobedient Israel will
not remain in the Lord’s land (9:3).
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3.1 The Demise of the Deranged Wicked—vv. 20-21, 24
3.1.1 Terror, Torment & Delusion
Now that traditional wisdom has been invoked, Eliphaz spends the remainder of his speech
communicating what traditional wisdom teaches concerning just retribution upon the wicked311
while suggesting that these are the consequences that will befall Job if he does not turn back to
God.312

Throughout his speech, Eliphaz is compelled to harshly respond to Job’s former

insinuations that the wicked indeed prosper. Eliphaz does this by demonstrating ideological
affinity with his friends’ retributive justice paradigm,313 and contends that though the wicked
appear to prosper, in reality they live in a perpetual tempest (314יְ מֵ י ָׁרשָׁ ע הּוא ִמ ְתחֹולֵל- )כָׁלin
anticipation of their imminent doom.315 In addition to this, Eliphaz makes the corresponding
assertion that the years of the ruthless are numbered נִ צְ פְ נּו ֶלע ִָׁריץ317ּומ ְספר שָׁ נִ ים
ִ 316 )[v. 20]), suggesting

311
Wilson, Job, 167. Throughout Eliphaz’s speech concerning the general fate of the wicked, he consistently
refers to the wicked in the collective third person masculine singular. Seow, Job 1-21, 697. When mentioning the
specific imagery alluded to in 15:20-35, I will use the third person masculine singular, but when referring to the
application of Eliphaz’s statement to the wicked in general, I will use the third person plural form, “wicked.”
312
Seow notes (contra Rowley) that, though Eliphaz does not directly accuse Job and uses the impersonal
third person masculine singular to depict the wicked throughout this chapter, “it is difficult to believe that Eliphaz did
not have Job in mind.” Seow, Job 1-21, 697.
313
Dhorme, Job, 215.
314
Dhorme suggests that  ִמ ְתחֹולֵלis the hithpolel of חיל, and means “to torment one’s self.” Accordingly, the
literal translation of this section is “all the days of the wicked man, he torments himself.” The meaning is clear in that
the conscience of the wicked man is his greatest tormentor. He is never in peace. See the usage of the hitpalpal of
 חילin Esth 4:4 meaning to be in “deep distress,” “to be grieved” or, as Dhorme says, “to shudder.” Ibid., 215-16. The
word  ִמ ְתחֹולֵלappears one other time in the same inflected form in Jer 23:19 in which a whirling storm serves as
judgment upon the wicked. In Job 15:20 it seems that this reference intends to depict a metaphorical tempest from
which the wicked cannot escape.
315
Rowley, Job, 111; Hartley, Job, 151. Driver and Gray state concerning vv. 21-24 that “(e)ven while the
wicked seem to prosper they are in reality tormented by the expectation that misfortunes, such as are described in 2124, will overtake them: such a theory—it is nothing more—helps to bolster up the orthodox dogma maintained by the
friends that the wicked do not prosper: the apparent prosperity of the wicked, they argue, or rather assert, is not real;
the happiness which their outward possessions might seem to ensure is destroyed by inward forebodings.” Driver and
Gray, Job, 1:137.
316
Reading with Dhorme, who notes that  נִ צְ פְ נּוis in the plural because the number of years that are laid up
for the tyrant should be understood as a collective. Dhorme, Job, 216.
317
Dhorme notes that this phrase  ִמ ְספר שָׁ נִ יםdoes not mean “fewness in years” which would have been
expressed through the phrases  שָׁ נִ ים ִמ ְס ָׁפרor  ְשנֹות ִמ ְספָׁר. Rather  ִמ ְספָׁר שָׁ נִ יםcorresponds to  כֹ ל יְ מֵ יas  ָׁרשָׁ עcorresponds to
ע ִָׁריץ. Thus, this is another way of stating “all the days of the wicked man.” Ibid., 215-16.
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that the wicked do not enjoy longevity.318 Eliphaz never directly states the offenses of the wicked,
or what qualifies a person as such, but rather, the perpetual fear, disposition, and ultimate destiny
of the wicked. In this manner, Eliphaz relates his discourse to experiences with which Job is
already familiar.319
As a result of their iniquity, the wicked experience perpetual anxiety320 and consequently
fall prey to delusion.321 Frightful sounds resound in their ears (פְ חָׁ ִדים בְ אָׁ ְזנָׁיו-)קֹול, horrifying them
as they are forever cognizant of the forthcoming judgment as a consequence of their wickedness.
At the moment in which the wicked perceive a semblance of peace, the impious fall prey to the
judgment due them by being accosted by a thief ([ בשָׁ לֹום שֹודֵ ד יְ בֹואֶ ּנוv. 21]), who dispossesses them
of all the ill-gotten gain they accumulate.322 Nevertheless, the terror which sounds in the ears of
the wicked is a product of their imagination.323
The theme of the wicked undergoing sudden trepidation once again appears in v. 24 in
which distress terrifies the wicked ( )יְ בעֲתֻ הּו צרand anguish overpowers them (ּומצּוקָׁ ה ִת ְתקְ פֵהּו
ְ ),
causing the wicked to experience terror as if being assaulted by a king equipped for battle ( כְ מֶ לְֶך
)עָׁתיד לכִ ידֹור.
ִ 324 However, the mighty king on the attack is also an effect of the paranoia upon the
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The rapid disappearance of the wicked is found elsewhere in the Bible. See for example, Ps 37:10 ( עֹוד
) ְמעט וְ אֵ ין ָׁרשָׁ ע, and especially vv. 35-36 where the wicked and ruthless ( ָׁרשָׁ ע, )ע ִָׁריץquickly disappear and can no longer
be found. See also the discussion in chapter 5 of this work, which discusses Zophar’s comments relating to the wicked
flying away in 20:8.
319
Habel, Job, 252.
320
Driver and Gray, Job, 2:98, Dhorme, Job, 216. Clines calls the result of the torment of the wicked “mental
torture.” Clines, Job 1-20, 357.
321
Dhorme, Job, 216.
322
This same idea of the wicked being confronted with their judgment during a period of apparent serenity
is expressed by Zophar in 20:22. Zophar also elaborates upon the judgments of those who have achieved their wealth
through unjustly attaining ill-gotten gain. The repossession of ill-gotten gain is in accordance with a traditional
wisdom theme from the ancient Near East and will be more thoroughly treated in section 5.2.2.
323
Pope, Job, 117.
324
The phrase  כְ מֶ לְֶך ָׁע ִתיד לכִ ידֹורhas caused interpreters problems. It seems reasonable to understand the phrase
 ָׁע ִתיד לas “ready for” based upon its parallel  ע ֲִת ִדים ליֹוםin Esth 3:14 and 8:13. The major issue has been the hapax
legomenon כִ ידֹור. Tur-Sinai suggests, in accordance with his interpretation of the word  ִת ְתקְ פֵהּוultimately meaning
“brace oneself,” that  כִ ידֹורmeans “for warlike rebellion.” Tur-Sinai comments that this might be related to the word
 כדּורin Isa 29:3, but ultimately admits that the origin of the word  כִ ידֹורis unknown. Tur-Sinai, Job, 255. Dhorme
notes that  כִ ידֹורhas the same form as “ קִ יטֹורsmoke” and is a cognate of the Arabic kadara, which in a secondary form
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wicked. The mental condition that the wicked create for themselves is illusive, eventually leading
to a psychotic state in which they are not capable of perceiving reality.325
3.1.2

Terror for the Wicked in Biblical Literature
In other sections of the Bible, God is portrayed as the one who intentionally denies peace

and prosperity to the wicked. For instance, Isaiah likens the wicked to the volatile sea whose lack
of serenity is attributed to God. God declares that there is no peace for the wicked ( אֵ ין שָׁ לֹום אָׁ מר
[ אֱֹלהי ל ְָׁרשָׁ עִ ים57:20-21]).
Furthermore, anxiety which leads to madness is one of the worst punishments upon the
wicked.326 In fact, Lev 26:17 outlines the consequences if the people of Israel do not listen to
God.327 This verse states that if the people were to default on carrying out the commands of God,
not only would they be defeated and ruled over by their enemies ()וְ נִ ּגפְ תֶ ם לִ פְ נֵי אֹ יְ בֵ יכֶם וְ ָׁרדּו בָׁ כֶם שֹנְ אֵ יכֶם,
but they would flee without being pursued (רֹ דֵ ף אֶ ְתכֶם-)וְ נ ְסתֶ ם וְ אֵ ין. According to this verse, Israel’s
disobedience would lead the people into a great delusion. Yet, this imagery is reversed in the very
same chapter in that God promises the obedient remnant that illogical panic would be instilled into
the hearts of the people’s enemies, to the point where they would flee from the sound of a
windblown leaf (חֶ ֶרב וְ נָׁפְ לּו וְ אֵ ין רֹ דֵ ף-קֹול ָׁעלֶה נִ דָׁ ף וְ נָׁסּו ְמנֻסת. [v. 36]). Israel’s enemies witlessly flee

means to “‘swoop down’ on someone like a bird on its prey.” He cites the Syriac word for “vulture” as evidence.
Dhorme then renders this line of v. 24 as “Like a king quick to the attack!” suggesting that the parallel Syriac word
for vulture sheds light on “the kind of attack of which the wicked man is victim.” Dhorme, Job, 219. Likewise, Driver
& Gray assert that  כִ ידֹורis from the Arabic word kadara “to pour down (e.g. water)” in the 7th paradigm inkadara “to
pour down (of rain, etc.),” and suggest that the sense could be “of foes pouring or rushing upon any one.” Driver and
Gray, Job, 2:100. Italics theirs. After briefly discussing the related Syriac, Akkadian, and Arabic roots, Seow suggests
that, “the term here should probably be understood to mean ‘aggression, attack, combat’.” Seow, Job 1-21, 719.
Despite slightly different methodologies, the above interpreters all come to the conclusion that the essence of this
word relates to some sort of violent activity coming upon the wicked, and thus, my rendering of the generic word
“battle.”
325
Clines asserts that “it is the wicked man’s own fears and anxieties that finally prove his undoing.” Job 120, 358.
326
Scheindlin, Job, 183.
327
In Deuteronomy as well there are several references to punishing the people with madness (e.g. Deut
28:28-29). See Moshe Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns,
1992), 118ff. for a comparison with Neo-Assyrian treaty curses.
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from a leaf, falling down, as though they were fleeing from the attack of a sword. Yet again, the
whole violent encounter upon Israel’s foes is illusory. Israel’s enemies go mad by divine mandate
and flee when no one is actually pursuing them.
This idea of the wicked becoming anxious and consequently delusional is likewise apparent
in biblical wisdom literature. For example, Prov 28:1 contrasts the wicked with the righteous by
once again asserting that the wicked flee (רֹ דֵ ף ָׁרשָׁ ע-)נָׁסּו וְ אֵ ין328 when there is no one pursuing, but
the righteous are secure like a lion.329 The proverb depicts the wicked in a psychologically unstable
position as they strive to escape illusory pursuers. The wicked cannot live in peace because they
are invariably aware that dreadful consequences lurk. The imagery is explicit in depicting the
impious eventually going mad and striving to escape figments of their imaginations.330
3.1.3 Terror for the Wicked in Extra-Biblical Literature
There appears to be similar imagery relating to the anxiety and perpetual fear associated
with the sufferer in Ludlul. In the first tablet the sufferer describes his physical woes and discloses
the emotional distress associated with his tremendous hardship. As the sufferer reveals his
sentiments, his grievance transcends the physical domain into the psychological domain and
exposes the sufferer’s agony:
uṣṣallim panīya adirat libbīya
šīrīya ūtarriqū pirittum u ḫattum
inâti libbīya ina gitallūti irtūbā

328

“My face was darkened by the apprehension
of my heart. Terror and panic turn my
flesh pale.

The word  ָׁרשָׁ עin phrase רֹ דֵ ף ָׁרשָׁ ע- נָׁסּו וְ אֵ יןis a collective in this context and corresponds to the plural verb

נָׁסּו.
329

The lion imagery as applied to the secure person is apparently used as a positive characteristic in this
context. See Strawn, “What is Stronger than a Lion,” 49, for a discussion with regard to this apparently positive view.
330
Cf. Psalm 53 which similarly tells of the workers of iniquity (אָׁ וֶן-[ פֹ ֲעלֵיv. 5]) who dread fear where there
is no fear (פָׁ חד-הָׁ יָׁה-)שָׁ ם ָׁפחֲדּו פחד ל ֹא. For the connection between the book of Psalms and wisdom literature, see Manfred
Oeming, "Wisdom as a Hermeneutical Key to the Book of Psalms," in Scribes, Sages, and Seers: The Sage in the
Eastern Mediterranean World (ed. Leo G. Perdue; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2008), 154-62, especially p.
157.

98

My guts trembled in perpetual fear…”
Tablet I:111-113331
It is clear within the overall context of Ludlul that is it indeed Marduk who is responsible
for the turmoil brought upon the sufferer. Ludlul also features the imagery of fleeing a pursuant
chasing someone, but unlike Job and the other biblical examples, it is the supposed “pious sufferer”
who is sought. This is evident through the brief comment which the sufferer makes upon his
despair in being pursued:
kal ūmu rēdû iriddanni
ina šāt mūši ul unappašanni surriš

All day long a persecutor would pursue [me],
nor at night did he let me breathe freely for a
moment. Tablet II: 102-03332

It is difficult to state conclusively who the unnamed pursuer is in Ludlul, and the context
does not particularly help. What is obvious, however, is that the sufferer’s physical pain affects
his mental condition to the point where the sufferer complains about being pursued by an unnamed
assailant. It is reasonable to suggest that this unnamed assailant is unidentified because he is
imaginary. Along with the physical torment the sufferer endures in Ludlul, the lines quoted above
may be a commentary on the declining condition of the sufferer’s mental health. Additionally, it
is significant that it is the “pious sufferer” in Ludlul who is being chased. It becomes evident
toward the end of the composition that he is indeed not innocent. The sufferer’s admission to
iniquity after having endured mental hardship lends to the idea that guilty people indeed suffer
mental anguish.

3.2 Darkness & Violence—vv. 22-23 & 30
There are additional consequences for the wicked beyond being in a state of panic and fear,
according to Eliphaz. The wicked perceive that they will never return to normality from their state
331
332

Annus and Lenzi, Ludlul bēl nēmeqi, 18, 33. Bold mine.
Ibid., 22, 37.
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of darkness (חֹ שֶ ְך- ִמּנִ י333י ֲא ִמין שּוב-)ל ֹא, and anticipate a violent demise because they are destined for
the sword (חָׁ ֶרב-הּוא ֱאלֵי

334

[ וְ צָׁ פּוv. 22]). This awareness of death is reiterated through Eliphaz

reemphasizing the lack of sustenance resulting from impiety, just as he previously alluded to it in
4:10-11 (i.e., טָׁ ֶרף-)ליִ ש אֹ בֵ ד ִמ ְבלִ י. The wicked wander for bread but it cannot be found ( 335 נֹ דֵ ד הּוא
[ ללֶחֶ ם איֵהv. 23a]) and through this detail, imagery concerning the wicked eventually experiencing
a lack of sustenance once again emerges.336 Not only are the wicked deprived of food, but they
also know that the day of darkness (i.e. of their judgment) is surely at hand (חֹ שֶ ְך-נָׁכֹון בְ יָׁדֹו יֹום-יָׁדע כִ י
[v. 23b]).337
Eliphaz again uses imagery relating to darkness along with botanic imagery338 to spell out
judgment in v. 30. He asserts that the wicked cannot escape the darkness (i.e. death and the

333

Dhorme befittingly suggests that the verb  שובwith the preposition  ִמיןbefore a particular misfortune has
the sense of not simply “to return from,” but rather, “to escape from.” Dhorme, Job, 217. See Job 33:30 as well as Ps
35:17, where this construction is used with the hiphil form of  שובand the preposition מין.
ִ
334
Dhorme rightfully points out that there is no need to emend the word  צָׁ פּוbecause it is the qal passive form
of the verb “ צפהlook out or about, spy keep watch” (BDB, 859) just as  עָׁשּוis the qal passive form of the verb  עשהin
41:25. The qere form restores the more normal form. Ibid., 217.
335
Many commentators emend  איֵהto read “ איָׁהvulture,” and suggest that the wicked are fed as food to
vultures. Dhorme states that “ איָׁהdenotes a whole species of rapacious creatures mentioned among the unclean
animals” in Lev 11:14, Deut 14:13 as well as in Job 28:7. According to Dhorme,  איָׁהis related to the Arabic terms
yâyâ or yûyû (BDB, 17, only lists yûyû [ ]يُؤْ يُؤwhich it defines as a type of hawk). Dhorme, Job, 218. The following
commentators agree that  איהshould be read as some sort of bird: Pope, Job, 117; Andersen, Job, 192; Clines, Job 120, 343, 358; Habel, Job, 247.
This is admittedly a strong reading, which is supported by the OG rendering of the word “vulture.”
Additionally, the wicked being fed to vultures certainly coincides with the doctrine of just retribution. However, there
are problems with this translation. Initially, is seems that the translation of “vulture” overly relies upon on the Old
Greek phrase κατατέτακται δὲ εἰς σῖτα γυψίν (e.g. Pope, Job, 117; Rowley, Job, 112). Additionally, by using the verb
κατατέτακται, the OG suggests that the MT’s  נֹ דֵ דwas understood by the translator as  נֹ עָׁדand consequently another
emendation becomes necessary to make sense of the phrase (e.g., Seow reads the pual infinitive absolute nuddōd thus,
“he will be scattered” [Job 1-21, 718]). However, the Greek text can be understood in light of the MT in that it is
more likely that the Greek translator misunderstood the peculiar Hebrew phrase  נֹ דֵ ד הּוא ללֶחֶ ם איֵהthan the Hebrew
scribes misunderstanding or miscopying  איֵהand נֹ עָׁד. I suggest that it is possible to make sense of the line without
emendation despite its being the more difficult reading. The wicked wander looking for bread (i.e. food) but it cannot
be found. Additionally, there is a precedent for this type of phrase indicating a search for food in Lam 2:12 ( (לְ ִאמֹ תָׁ ם.
ֹאמרּו איֵה דָׁ גָׁן ָׁויָׁיִ ן
ְ  יSee Amos Hakham, Job (Jerusalem: Mossad HaRav Kook, 1984), 117 [Hebrew]. This verse is a
continuation of Job’s friends’ emphasis on the poverty motif, which began in 4:10-11, continues in vv. 27-29, and
most thoroughly asserted by Zophar in chapter 20. Wilson also recognizes that this line possibly “refers to the
tenuousness of the life of the wicked, who rootlessly wanders and can find nothing to eat.” Wilson, Job, 169.
336
Rowley, Job, 112.
337
Hakham, Job, 117.
338
Botanic imagery is further discussed below in section 3.5.
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netherworld) that awaits them (חֹ שֶ ְך-יָׁסּור ִמּנִ י-)ל ֹא, on account of a flame which withers their branch
()יֹ נקְ תֹו ְתיבֵ ש שלְ הָׁ בֶ ת. God is responsible for the destruction of the wicked, claims Eliphaz, in that
the wicked will depart by the breath of God’s mouth ()וְ יָׁסּור בְ רּוח פִ יו.339 This statement is in
agreement with Eliphaz’s earlier contention that sowers of trouble ( )חֹ ְרשֵ י אָׁ וֶן וְ זֹ ְר ֵעי ָׁעמָׁ לwill perish
by the breath of God ([ ִמּנִ ְשמת אֱלֹוה י ֹאבֵ דּו4:8-9]).340
The repeated mentioning of darkness341 brings to mind Eliphaz’s earlier statements in 5:1214 regarding this same theme. In Job 5 Eliphaz uses more subtle language to describe the
consequences of impiety, calling those who do not honor God “crafty” and “wise.” Eliphaz claims
that God thwarts the plans of the crafty causing them to be unsuccessful by catching the “wise” in
their deviousness. Therefore, God quickly does away with their counsel (vv. 12-13). The
consequence for these would-be “wise” people is that they are deprived of light and are forced to
grope during the day as if they were searching during the night (v. 14). The meaning of these
statements seems to be quite clear—God turns the shrewd genius of the supposed wise into
stupidity, to the point where they are no longer able to make sensible decisions; rather, they become
completely ignorant.342
In Job 15, Eliphaz escalates the meaning of this darkness, not only applying it to the
confusion of the counsel of the impious, but to the wicked themselves. Eliphaz has finished with
subtleties, indicated through his usage of the darkness imagery in the midst of a commentary on
the fate of the wicked and suggesting that it applies to Job if he does not turn back to God. As
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Hartley, Job, 253.
Seow, Job 1-21, 706.
341
Imagery related to light and darkness is mentioned again by Bildad in chapter 18. That chapter is treated
in chapter 4 of this work.
342
Hartley, Job, 122.
340
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opposed to God simply hindering the plans of the “crafty” through darkness, Eliphaz intensifies
his rhetoric and uses the imagery of darkness to propose the ultimate fate of the wicked—death.343
This intensification is exhibited by means of Eliphaz’s repetition of darkness with the
violent death of the wicked in vv. 22, 30, and implied starvation in v. 23. The phrase “the day of
darkness” (חֹ שֶ ְך- )יֹוםis particularly telling in v. 23 in that this phrase is used elsewhere in the Bible
(cf. Amos 5:18-20; Zeph 1:15) to indicate divine judgment upon the unrighteous.344 Habel notes
the conjunction of violence and darkness, stating, “(n)ot only is ‘darkness’ the wicked man’s
nemesis (v. 22a), and the ‘day of darkness’ his appointed fate (v. 23c), but ‘darkness’ is the world
he will experience in death (v. 30a).”345 The pairing of darkness and violence reflects the motif
present in Job of darkness being closely associated with death.346 Clines notes that regardless of
whether darkness is what awaits the wicked or what they presently experience, “to be in darkness
must mean to be already as good as dead…”347

3.3 Reason for Retribution: The Wicked Challenge God—vv. 25-26
The punishment of the wicked is completely warranted within the just retribution paradigm
and therefore, as expected, Eliphaz draws attention to the misdeeds of the wicked as rationalization
for the punishment they deserve. According to Eliphaz, those who receive the retribution he
describes reap the consequences of their defiance against God.348 In fact, Eliphaz depicts the
wicked person brazenly challenging God by the stretching out of the hand to God ( אֵ ל-נָׁטָׁ ה אֶ ל-כִ י
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“Darkness also conveys the trauma of dying.” Ibid., 251.
Seow, Job 1-21, 704-05.
345
Habel, Job, 259-60.
346
Ibid., 259. In 17:13 Job craves darkness once again, thereby expressing his desire to die. Bildad uses this
same theme to describe the fate of the wicked being a banishment from the world in 18:18. See chapter 4.
347
Clines, Job 1-20, 357-58. Death as the appropriate consequence for the wicked is distinctly communicated
in Ps 37:9-10, 20, 34, 38, and particularly in Ps 73:27, where punishment is explicitly indicated as an act of God ( ְרחֵ קֶ יָך
זֹונֶה ִממֶ ָׁך-)י ֹאבֵ דּו הִ צְ מתָׁ ה כָׁל.
348
Longman, Job, 229.
344

102

)יָׁדֹו.349 The imagery of the outstretched hand is used elsewhere in the Bible to display God’s power.
This power is demonstrated in the deliverance of God’s people,350 as well as God acting strongly
against the people.351 Now, the wicked are depicted thrusting their hand at God as if endeavoring
to overcome the Almighty through their opposition (352שדי יִ ְתּגבָׁ ר-[ וְ אֶ לv. 25]).353
There is, however, a bit of irony in Eliphaz’ comments in relation to Job’s circumstances.
Eliphaz elaborates upon the consequences of the wicked in order to encourage Job to turn away
from those things that might be bringing about the tragic repercussions he is forced to endure. In
doing so, Eliphaz makes reference to the wicked stretching out their hand toward God in defiance.
Eliphaz makes this statement unaware that Job does not suffer because he stretched out his hand
in order to confront God; rather, Job suffers because God had permitted the Satan to stretch out
his hand against Job (1:11; 2:5 [נָׁא י ְָׁדָך-)]אּולָׁם ְשלח.354 Contrary to Eliphaz’ claims, Job’s defiance
is rooted in his integrity and not in a desire to triumph over God. Job is forced to boldly speak out
because of what he perceives to be injustice. Yet, behind the scenes it is indeed the Satan casting
his hand toward Job.
Oblivious to the heavenly scenes, Eliphaz portrays the wicked (potentially Job), not only
challenging God, but seemingly initiating an actual battle against the Almighty in v. 26. The
wicked proceed to arrogantly run toward the Almighty in their rebellion (with ) 355יָׁרּוץ אֵ לָׁיו בְ צּוָׁאר
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Dhorme states that the expression  נָׁטָׁ ה יָׁדrefers to the stretching forth of one’s hand in order to strike
someone. Dhorme, Job, 220. Cf. 15:26 and 1:11. See also Wilson, Job, 169. These observations suggest that the
image being presented in v. 25 is that the wicked dare to take harsh action against God. For further discussion
regarding the expressions  נָׁטָׁ ה יָׁדand שָׁ לח יָׁד, see Paul Humbert, “Etendre la main,” VT 12 (1962): 383-95.
350
See for example the phrase  בְ יָׁד ֲחזָׁקָׁ ה ּובִ זְרֹ ע נְ טּויָׁהin Deut 26:8 and Ps 136:12.
351
See  יָׁדֹו נְ טּויָׁהin Isa 5:25, 9:16, 20, 10:4 and  בְ יָׁד נְ טּויָׁה ּובִ ְזרֹוע ֲחזָׁקָׁ הin Jer 21:5. Hartley, Job, 252, n. 25.
352
Dhorme, Job, 219-20, Seow, Job 1-21, 719-20.
353
Hartley, Job, 252.
354
Janzen, Job, 118.
355
There is disagreement with regard to how concrete the imagery portrayed in v. 26 should be translated.
Does the neck here refer to an abstract quality like “stubborn” as portrayed in the RSV, or something more concrete
as in the NEB “head down?” Tur-Sinai additionally notes that what could be in focus is not an actual person’s neck,
but rather the “neck of his armour”—namely, the hauberk. Tur-Sinai, Job, 256. See also Pope, Job, 118; Andersen,
Job, 178, n. 2. More recently, Seow argues for hauberk, citing the Akkadian analogy of kišadum “neck” also being
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their thickly bossed shields356 (מָׁ גִ ּנָׁיו

357

[ בע ֲִבי ּגבֵ יv. 26]). Needless to say, initiating combat with

God is a most contemptuous act and serves as striking imagery aimed at depicting the tremendous
arrogance of the wicked. The haughtiness of the wicked precipitates Eliphaz’s elaboration upon
their harmful consequences.

3.4 Loss and Futility of Possessions, Again—15:27-29
3.4.1 Fatness of the Prosperous & Impious—v. 27
The warrior whom Eliphaz imagines in v. 26 is not at all fit to engage in battle358 and is
overtly identified as wicked through the fate depicted in vv. 27-29. This haughty would-be
combatant is pictured as an overweight criminal bound to suffer poverty and dispossession of his
riches, which are the inevitable consequences of his misdeeds. The impious man is depicted in v.
27 as overindulgent and bloated, covering his face with fat ()כִ סָׁ ה ָׁפנָׁיו בְ חֶ לְ בֹו. The explicit nature of
this imagery, and the stoutness of the person, becomes apparent in v. 27b, where Eliphaz references
the overweight person putting fat over his sinews (כָׁסֶ ל-ֲעלֵי
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)ויעש פִ ימָׁ ה. This depiction of the

used for things being worn around the neck, as well as a potential reference to “hauberks and shields” in a NeoBabylonian letter. Seow, Job 1-21, 720.
Nevertheless, the context seems to demand more than just the physical act of the warrior sticking out his
neck, or even a piece of armor. Dhorme notes that the comparable phrase  בְ צּוָׁאר עָׁתָׁ קis used in Ps 75:6 to describe the
attitude of someone who raises their neck in order to make a great effort. He notes that Job 41:14 makes clear that
great strength resides in the neck and translates this phrase “with neck outstretched.” Dhorme, Job, 220. Rowley states
that the “general sense demanded by the context is the headstrong assault on God by the wicked.” Rowley, Job, 113.
This idea of standing up to God and sticking out one’s strong neck in defiance figuratively portrays the would-be
warrior’s arrogance. As Clines states, “It is an act of hybris to stick one’s ‘neck’ out against God…” Clines, Job 120, 359.
356
Literally, “thickness of the bosses of their shields.”
357
Dhorme interestingly contends that the word “ ּגבback” originally meant the word “boss”—that is, the stud
on the center of a shield. Dhorme notes that the corresponding Assyrian root to  גבבsupplies the words gabābu and
kabābu “buckler.” Hence, “boss of the buckler” is a technical term which describes “a buckler of a bulging shape, the
thick embossment of which forms a hump” which Dhorme claims was the type of buckler that was well known to the
Babylonian and Assyrian soldiers. Dhorme, Job, 220. See CAD, K, 1, which defines kabābu as “shield.”
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Rowley, Job, 113.
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Tur-Sinai suggests that  פִ ימָׁ הmeans “fat, grease” and compares it to the Arabic words fa’ima “to be fat”
and fayyim “fat, stout.” Tur-Sinai, Job, 256-57. Dhorme agrees that  פִ ימָׁ הis related to the Arabic fa’ima and states
that the word is in reference to the camel’s neck. Dhorme, Job, 221. The general agreement is that this word is related
to “fat.”
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overweight person stretching fat over the sinews is revealing in that the word  כֶסֶ לalso takes on the
derived meaning of “inner strength” and “confidence.”360

Therefore, the imagery of the

overindulgent man can be understood as a depiction of the impious striving to build up their inner
strength in rebellion against God.
Further insight into the meaning of the overweight man is gleaned in light of the imagery
of the wicked in other sections of Job and the Hebrew Bible, which coincide with the biblical motif
of fatness being identified with prosperity.361 Fatness in the Hebrew Bible can signify strength,362
as well as indicate prosperity endowed by the hand of God. 363 Yet, this same imagery related to
fatness brings to mind the common biblical idea of the arrogant, rebellious wicked who obtain
wealth and thereby become fat by means of attaining ill-gotten gain.364
This arrogance is illustrated through the imagery of fatness in the Song of Moses in which
Jeshurun’s opulence engenders a rebellious spirit against God, whom they consequently spurn
([ ויִ ְשמן יְ שֻ רּון ויִ בְ ָׁעט שָׁ מנְ תָׁ ָׁע ִביתָׁ ָׁכ ִשיתָׁ ויִ טֹ ש אֱלֹוה ָׁעשָׁ הּו ויְ נבֵ ל צּור יְ שֻ עָׁ תֹוDeut 32:15]).365 Another striking
picture is the one painted by Jeremiah, which combines the imagery of the stout person with
affluence attained by ill-gotten gain. In describing the wicked ( ) ְרשָׁ עִ יםwho exploit others,
Jeremiah states that they attained their wealth by deceitful means ( כֵן ּג ְָׁדלּו-בָׁ תֵ יהֶ ם ְמל ִֵאים ִמ ְרמָׁ ה על
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Moshe Held notes the similarities between the word כֶסֶ ל, the Akkadian kaslu, and the Ugaritic ksl, which
all mean “sinew/tendon.” Held argues that this primary noun came to denote “inner strength/confidence.” Moshe
Held, "Studies in Comparative Semitic Lexicography," in Assyriological Studies: Studies in Honor of Benno
Landsberger on his Seventy-Fifth Birthday (eds. Hans G. Güterbock and Thorkild Jacobsen; Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1965), 395-406.
361
Wilson, Job, 169. This fat person is described in many ways by interpreters. Dhorme notes that it is not
uncommon in the Bible for the wicked to be characterized as sleek and stout and states that this verse refers to “a
bloated egoist who in greed puts on fat.” Dhorme, Job, 221.
362
See Judg 3:29. Contrarily, being thin is correlated to weakness and neediness (cf. Ps 109:24b). Seow, Job
1-21, 721.
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Cf. Job 36:16; Pss 63:5-6, 92:15. Longman, Job, 229. Wilson notes in more sociological terms that, “(i)n
some societies, fat and physical heaviness reflect one’s prosperity and security—a fat person is able to secure abundant
food and need not fear starvation” (bold his). Wilson, Job, 169.
364
1 Sam 15:22; Pss 17:9; 73:7; Isa 1:11; Jer 5:28. Longman, Job, 229. The idea of striving to attain and
maintain ill-gotten gain in the Bible and ancient Near Eastern literature is more thoroughly treated in the discussion
of Zophar’s speech in chapter 20. See discussion below in chapter 5.
365
See Pope, Job, 118.
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)ויע ֲִשירּו. Then Jeremiah attributes the fatness of the wicked to their ill-gotten gain (שָׁ ְמנּו ע ְָׁשתּו
[5:28]). These wicked are physically abusive, greedy robbers who the Lord is intent on punishing
for their exploitation of the weak (5:28-29).366
Eliphaz’s mentioning of the fat person in describing the wicked and rebellious brings to
mind the familiar biblical imagery of the affluent and haughty victimizer, who considers God
unnecessary because of his abundant possessions—possessions which may be understood to have
been attained through exploitation of the weak. Though367 the wicked are seemingly affluent, and
thereby fat, they cannot maintain their possessions in the retributive justice paradigm. Ibn Ezra
suggests that the accumulation of fat should be understood allegorically as the wicked person
becoming extremely affluent to the point where his face is figuratively coated with fat.
Nevertheless, according to Ibn Ezra, the wicked man loses all of his wealth because of his
depravity.368 Eliphaz proceeds to mention two consequences for the wicked in vv. 28-29—both
of which have to do with the impermanence of the apparent affluence of the wicked.
3.4.2 The Impious Prosperous Pass into Poverty—vv. 28-29
Whereas one might expect the rich to build prosperous cities and rule over their inhabitants,
the wicked dwell in desolate towns ( )ויִ ְשכֹון ע ִָׁרים נִ כְ חָׁ דֹותand own houses where no one lives ( בָׁ ִתים
י ְֵשבּו לָׁמֹו-[ ל ֹאv. 28a-b]). Similar wording is used in the Bible to illustrate that desolate houses and
uninhabited cities are viewed as divine judgment against the impious. For example, Isaiah reports
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Hartley, Job, 252-53. See also Jan Heller, "Die Symbolik des Fettes im At," VT 20 (1970): 107. Heller
correctly points out that in biblical literature those that are depicted as fat are likewise characterized as powerful. “Das
Fettig-Werden gleicht dem Kräftig-Werden (Dt. xxxii 15) und umgekehrt das Mager-Werden gleicht dem SchwachWerden (Jer. xvii 4).”
367
I read the conjunctive particle  כִ יto mean “though” in v. 27a (כִ סָׁ ה ָׁפנָׁיו בְ חֶ לְ בֹו- (כִ יas is translated in the NIV.
Andersen likewise states that the proper translation of this word should be “though” as opposed to “because.” The
implication of this reading is that the stubbornness is a result of someone who is fat, as opposed to the rebellious being
fat because of their obstinance towards God. Andersen, Job, 193.
368
Ibn Ezra directly states, “וזהו דרך משל כי בתחילה יעשיר הרשע ובסוף להפך.” Gomez Aranda, Libro De Job,
*34, 123-24, n. 1.
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that one of God’s judgments would be that many houses, even the biggest and nicest would be
completely desolate ([ בָׁ ִתים רבִ ים לְ שמָׁ ה יִ הְ יּו ּגְ דֹ לִ ים וְ טֹובִ ים מֵ אֵ ין יֹושֵ ב5:9]).
Likewise, Jeremiah communicates a warning he received from the Lord for the king of
Judah warning him of the consequences he would face if he does not protect the helpless and
pursue righteousness (22:1-5). God swore to the king that his house would be ruins ( לְ חָׁ ְרבָׁ ה יִ הְ יֶה
[ הביִ ת הזֶה22:5]), a prophecy which evidently came to pass when Nebuzaradan attacked Jerusalem
and burned, not only the royal palace, but also the Lord’s house (בֵ ית המֶ ֶלְך-יְ הוָׁה וְ אֶ ת-בֵ ית-ויִ ְשרֹ ף אֶ ת
[i.e. the Temple]), and all of the houses of Jerusalem—including the most important/biggest
buildings (בֵ ית הּגָׁדֹול-כָׁל-בָׁ תֵ י יְ רּושָׁ ל ִם וְ אֶ ת-[ וְ אֵ ת כָׁל52:13]). The destruction of the city was something
that was forewarned by the prophet in his encouragement of the people to serve the king of
Babylon, saying, “Serve the king of Babylon and live! Why should this city become ruins?” (חָׁ ְרבָׁ ה
[27:17]). Thus in the Bible, the desolation of houses, and even cities, is a clear sign of judgment
against the rebellious by God.
Additionally, Eliphaz’s claim that the houses of the city are piles of rubble ( אֲשֶ ר הִ ְתע ְתדּו
[ לְ גלִ יםv. 28c]), brings to mind Job’s words in 3:14. In Job 3 the kings and counselors of the earth
who built ruins for themselves ( )הבֹ נִ ים ח ֳָׁרבֹות לָׁמֹוare assigned to the place of the dead. In that
context, Job envisions being in the place of the dead with nobility who had once presumably ruled
the earth, but now their cities are destroyed. Job had previously mentioned how it was impossible
to take anything to the place of the dead (1:21) and in 3:14 he comments upon how this actually
looks when nobility die.369 In 15:28 Eliphaz seemingly alludes to Job’s monologue in chapter 3
and uses the idea of mounds of rubble to portray the fate of the wicked. Like the former rulers in
the place of the dead, the wicked are left with nothing. However in 15:28, the wicked are not in

369
Ps 49:14-20 makes the same point with regard to not being able to take one’s wealth into the realm of the
dead. In this psalm the fool and all who follow him are deprived of their possessions upon entering the netherworld.

107

the place of the dead like the earthly rulers of 3:14—they are alive and rebellious. Since they are
rebellious, like the king of Judah after his disobedience, they are forced to behold the consequences
of their impiety. Whereas those previous rulers according to Job are able to escape the problems
of the world in the realm of the dead, this would-be ruler of v. 28—who represents the wicked—
is forced to lurch in the repercussions of human rebellion. The wicked have nothing and are forced
to live in desolation, where they wander looking for food as in v. 23. The wicked end up destitute,
waiting for imminent judgment.370
This idea of the wicked becoming impoverished extends into v. 29, which affirms the
retributive justice idea that the wicked experience prosperity for only a brief period of time. It
becomes clear in v. 29 that the stout person of v. 27 is apparently a rich man. Eliphaz elaborates
in v. 29 upon the consequences of the wicked rich man of v. 27 in explicitly stating that he will
indeed not truly become rich (יֶעְ שר-)ל ֹא.

The seemingly affluent person of v. 27 is rid of his

possessions in v. 29 following the common wisdom theme of the wicked eventually losing their
ill-gotten gain. The reason for the lack of prosperity, according to Eliphaz, is immediately stated.
The wicked’s wealth will not endure the test of time (יָׁקּום חֵ ילֹו-)וְ ל ֹא.
Up to this point, it is clear what Eliphaz is declaring with regard to the privation of the
possessions of the wicked. Yet, v. 29c (יִ טֶ ה לָׁאָׁ ֶרץ ִמנְ לָׁם- )וְ ל ֹאis notoriously difficult, particularly
because the hapax legomenon  ִמנְ לָׁםis barely understood and has prompted an array of suggestions.
Most commentators suggest that the context indicates that  ִמנְ לָׁםis a word relating to possessions,
and associate the word with Arabic manāl “possession”—either in the plural or with enclitic
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Hartley, Job, 251-52.
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mem.371 Others appeal to the versions and emend based upon what they consider to be reasonable
from the witnesses.372
Nevertheless, these suggestions are found wanting.

Initially, the appeal to Arabic

references a remote derivative meaning of the word نيل.373 Additionally, appealing to the versions
provides a variety of suggestions which point to the conclusion that there was a misunderstanding
of the obscure Hebrew word  ִמנְ לָׁםon the part of the translators. For example, the Old Greek renders
the word σκιὰν “shadow,” which likely reflects the Hebrew word,  צֶ לֶםwhich also portrays
something ephemeral. The Vulgate, translates this phrase radicem suam “his root” which probably
reflects —אֶ צְ לָׁםa form phonetically close to the understanding of the Old Greek. The Targum
seems to reflect a word similar to the consonantal text of the MT by translating מנהון, parsing the
word as the preposition  ִמןplus a plural pronominal suffix “of theirs.” 374 This perhaps reflects a
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See Pope, Job, 118-19; Hartley, Job, 249-50, n. 15; Clines, Job 1-20, 343.
Namely, Dhorme (followed by Rowley [Job, 114.]) emends to ֹ צלְ מוbased upon the Greek σκιὰν. Dhorme,
Job, 222. Seow appeals to both Arabic and the versions in positing that the confusion regarding  ִמנְ לָׁםis a text critical
issue which should be understood in light of the conservative orthography of the book of Job. Seow accepts the idea
that this word is a cognate from Arabic manāl, yet considers the third person plural possessive suffix to be awkward
because there is no appropriate antecedent. Thus, as opposed to positing an awkward possessive suffix, Seow reads
מנֹ לִ ם,
ְ the masculine plural of the  מנולin accordance with Kennicott manuscript 145 which has מנלים, thereby explaining
the form that is represented in MT as reflecting conservative orthography.
Seow proceeds to suggest that there is a genuine textual variant in the word אצל, which Jerome evidently read
in his Vorlage (radicem) and understood to mean “root.” This word, notes Seow, can also mean “property, assets” in
its comparable cognate forms in Nabatean and Arabic. Thus, assuming conservative orthography, the plural form of
 אצלwould be  אצלםand would essentially reflect the same meaning as “ ְמנֹ לִ םpossessions.” Seow ultimately prefers to
read ( אצלםasʼӑṣālîm), asserting that v. 29b provides a context for both of the meanings of this word—“roots” and
“possessions.” Thus, this line can be understand as affirming that: 1) the wicked cannot spread their possessions in
the netherworld (Seow, appealing to Ps 49:15-21, understands the word  אֶ ֶרץto refer to the netherworld), and 2) the
wicked will not be deeply rooted. Both of these meanings can be read in light of v. 30 according to Seow, the second
bringing to mind Job’s comment regarding the hope that there is for a tree in that its shoot will not cease—that is, it
can regenerate (14:7). See Choon Leong Seow, "Orthography, Textual Criticism, and the Poetry of Job," JBL 130
(2011): 78-79, and more recently, Seow, Job 1-21, 722-23.
373
Greenstein notes that it would be derived from a secondary form of the VI conjugation. Edward L.
Greenstein, "On the Use of Akkadian in Biblical Hebrew Philology," in Looking at the Ancient Near East and the
Bible through the Same Eyes: A Tribute to Aaron Skaist (ed. Kathleen Abraham and Joseph Fleishman; Bethesda:
CDL Press, 2012), 351. Greenstein questions the potential Arabic etymology in stating, “the verb nāla is well attested
in the sense of ‘giving,’ so that the well-known meaning of the noun manāl is ‘gift.’ Manāl in the sense of ‘attainment,
acquisition’ would seem to be derived only secondarily from nīl ‘to obtain’ in the VI conjugation: someone causes
someone else to be given something, and so that person receives or obtains. What is received or obtained is the manāl.
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374
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putative combination of the two Hebrew words ֹמן לָׁמו.
ִ 375 These observations from the versions
suggest either emendations to the consonantal text of the MT or another explanation for the
dubious word  ִמנְ לָׁם.
Greenstein376 proposes a philological solution to this problem and suggests that  ִמנְ לָׁםis a
cognate of the Akkadian word nēmelu and not from the Arabic نيل. Perceiving from context that
the Hebrew word  ִמנְ לָׁםmust mean something like “wealth,” and not simply “possessions,”
Greenstein posits that  ִמנְ לָׁםis a metathesized version of the Akkadian noun nēmelu “gain, profit”
with a possessive suffix. Greenstein observes that the word  ָׁעמָׁ לis also a Hebrew cognate of
nēmelu, which sometimes bears the same meaning (“gain, profit”). Therefore, it is appropriate
that another cognate from nēmelu ( ) ִמנְ לָׁםis parallel to  חיִ לin Job 15:29. Greenstein supports this
theory by appealing to Job 20:18, another verse which deals with the temporary wealth of the
wicked, and points out that the word “ ָׁיגָׁעprofit,” a word identical in form to  ָׁעמָׁ ל, is in parallel to
חיִ ל. Thus, Greenstein concludes concerning Job 15:29 that, “(w)e should not be surprised to find
a pair *נמל- חילthere, in which —*נמלa word for “profit” derived from the primary sense of “toil”—
functions just as the word —יגעa word for “profit” derived from a verb with the primary sense of
“toil.”377
Greenstein’s suggestion provides a credible way to understand all of the Hebrew characters
without emendation. Additionally, though Greenstein’s explanation does not explicitly clarify all
of the versions, it provides a reasonable explanation as to why the versions may be so diverse. The
translator of the OG did not understand the literary language of the poet of Job, and in particular,
was not sufficiently schooled in Akkadian to recognize this metathesized cognate. Greenstein
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Tur-Sinai states that “ ִמנְ לָׁםshould thus be understood, in approximate agreement with ancient
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convincingly argues that the usage of  ִמנְ לָׁםin Job 15:29 is not simply the manifestation of a dubious
hapax legomenon, but rather the usage of an Akkadian cognate by the knowledgeable author of
Job.
In light of the aforementioned imagery alluding to the eventual poverty and solitude of the
wicked (vv. 23a, 28), it is evident that what is at issue is the ephemerality of the wicked’s wealth.378
Considering this, the complete sense of 15:29b develops: The wicked are not able to spread their
riches upon the earth. The riches of the wicked are fleeting in such a manner that they pass through
their hands without them having a chance to use them in order to multiply their abundance through
the land.

3.5 Botanic Imagery & the Wicked—vv. 30-33
3.5.1 Dwindling in Darkness—v. 30
The transition to botanic imagery in v. 30 commences an elaboration of the tree metaphor
which Bildad utilized in 8:11-15.379 Eliphaz’s imagery is not original, nor is his theology.380 The
wicked will be unfruitful and suffer an early demise. Job must turn back to God and put away
those things in his heart that hinder his devotion. If Job does not do this, the familiar retribution
principle will be at work, and Job will have to suffer the consequences of the wicked. In v. 30
Eliphaz continues to depict these consequences metaphorically.
The plant reference of v. 30 begins by reiterating an allusion to “darkness” ()חֹ שֶ ְך. Some
commentators consider the mention of darkness to be redundant and suggest it should be deleted.381
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That is, as opposed to those who might see a reference to the underworld in this context. See Clines, Job

1-20, 343.
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Janzen, Job, 118. Bildad takes this up again in 18:16. See chapter 4.
Eliphaz attests to this point himself when in v. 10 he sides with traditional wisdom, and proceeds to
expound upon the retribution theology of the ancients.
381
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Dhorme, Job, 223.
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Nevertheless, this reference to darkness recalls Eliphaz’s previous comments about darkness, and
the mentioning of  חֹ שֶ ְךin v. 30 reintroduces the darkness-death imagery relating to the fate of the
wicked.

This reintroduction of darkness in combined with likening the wicked to a branch-

producing tree in v. 30b. This tree is stranded in a place of darkness, unable to depart 382 ( יָׁסּור-ל ֹא
חֹ שֶ ְך-) ִמּנִ י, and is deprived of the light it needs to grow. Even if the tree were somehow able to
produce branches without light, a hot wind would dry its shoots (. Yet, like )383יֹ נקְ תֹו ְתיבֵ ש שלְ הָׁ בֶ ת
any tree positioned in the dark for an extended period of time, this tree is extremely weak and is
uprooted by the breath of the mouth of God ()וְ יָׁסּור בְ רּוח פִ יו. Just as Eliphaz had previously claimed
in 4:9, God is the one who casts judgment upon the wicked by simply breathing upon them.384
3.5.2 A Worthless Exchange—v. 31
Eliphaz’s next statement comes somewhat as a surprise to those expecting him to continue
with the tree imagery. This anticipation has caused many interpreters great difficulty and has led
to a variety of emendations or suggestions for relocation.385 Yet, Eliphaz does not, in fact, continue
with the same exact imagery. Rather, vv. 31-32a consist of three lines that, while related to the
botanic imagery presented in vv. 30 and 32b-33, reflect general conventional wisdom. After the
vivid imagery of God exacting judgment through breath, Eliphaz emerges from his densely
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Wilson notes a connection between vv. 22 and 30, stating that, “(i)n verse 22, the wicked ‘despairs of
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metaphorical rhetoric and expresses what appears to be a wisdom adage intending to dissuade
someone from trusting in something. Yet, who is Eliphaz addressing, and in what should they not
trust, and why?
In context, it appears as though Eliphaz addresses the unspecified tree of v. 30 which he
has presented to resemble the wicked. What has caused interpreters problems is Eliphaz’s apparent
departure from the metaphorical realm to state what appears to be an unrelated and trite proverbial
statement. Evidently, Eliphaz states in v. 30 that those who depend upon worthlessness deceive
themselves and will receive worthlessness in exchange. The banality of this straight translation
has caused Clines to say that this verse is a “feeble moralizing generality.” 386 However, a more
nuanced reading reveals the connection between all of the lines of v. 30 as well as demonstrates a
connection to the botanic imagery before and after the verse.
It is clear that Eliphaz is presenting a strong appeal by usage of the prohibitive particle אל
before the jussive form י ֲאמֵ ן.387 Yet, that which he is petitioning the wicked—who are figured as
a tree—not to trust in ( )שָׁ וis quite ambiguous. There have been proposals to emend this word in
order that it might convey what is considered to be a more appropriate meaning in this context.
Notably, Dhorme references Job 20:6a (י ֲעלֶה לשָׁ מיִ ם ִשיאֹו-—) ִאםanother verse which mentions the
fate of the wicked—and asserts that “ בְ ִשיאֹוhis stature” should be read in v. 31.388 Other
commentators suggest that  שָׁ וand  שָׁ וְ אof the following line should be understood to convey the
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Clines, therefore, follows Dhorme (Job, 224) and emends מּורתֹו
ָׁ  ְתto ְמֹורתֹו
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same thing. For example, Tur-Sinai states that  שָׁ וis an alternate spelling of  שָׁ וְ אand bears the
same meaning which he translates as “frustration.”389
Amos Hakham notes that most commentators, like Tur-Sinai, read  שָׁ וand  שָׁ וְ אas essentially
synonymous terms. However, he also perceives that it is possible to read  שָׁ וin v. 31a as being
derived from the root שוה. That is to say,  שָׁ וwould be derived from  שוהin the same grammatical
pattern in which  צוis derived from צוה. Were this the etymology of the word, it would then be
defined as, “ חליפתו: כלומר,דבר השוה לשני...שויון.”390 There are several advantages to this reading.
Initially, reading  שָׁ וas “exchange” reveals the parallelism between  שָׁ וand מּורה
ָׁ “ ְתexchange”391—
another word which is often emended or moved for the sake of making this verse better fit the
botanical motif.392 Additionally, this reading preserves a poetic play on words between  שָׁ וand
שָׁ וְ א. These words have the same phonetic value and, upon hearing them, the listener would assume
they are the same word. However, the trained reader would notice the orthographical difference
and, thereby, the lexical difference.
The most significant outcome of this reading is that it shows the connection between this
verse, its immediate context, and the context of the dialogues. In Job’s previous speech, he alludes
to the hope of a tree, commenting that if it were cut down, it would exchange its ruined state for
renewal (יִ כ ֵָׁרת וְ עֹוד יחֲלִ יף-) ִאם. This reinvigorated tree flourishes and produces shoots (vv. 7 []וְ יֹ נקְ תֹו,
9). In Job 15:30-31 Eliphaz alludes to Job’s rhetoric, and reuses his tree metaphor to reiterate that
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there is indeed no hope for the tree (i.e. wicked). The tree is stuck in darkness and destined for
punishment (v. 30). The wicked—the tree in v. 31—should not lead themselves astray by trusting
in the exchange (יאֲ מֵ ן בשָׁ ו נִ ְתעָׁה- )אלthat Job claims for the tree.

Indeed, Eliphaz claims,

worthlessness is the exchange of the tree (מּורתֹו
ָׁ שָׁ וְ א ִתהְ יֶה ְת-)כִ י.393
3.5.3 Unfruitful Outcomes—vv. 32-33
Understanding how v. 31 continues the tree metaphor within Eliphaz’s speech is crucial in
grasping the sense of v. 32a, which is a general statement of Eliphaz’s confidence that the things
he previously mentioned will come to pass. The usage of the impersonal third person feminine
singular ()תמָׁ לֵא
ִ “it will be accomplished” expresses something that is expected to happen in the
future.394 These calamities, Eliphaz claims in v. 31, are sure to come upon the tree alluded to in v.
30. The tree has no hope for renewal and is destined for retribution. Eliphaz proceeds to claim
that before his time (395יֹומֹו-)בְ ל ֹא, it will be accomplished. The wicked will be brought to their end
suddenly and prematurely.396
In the following lines, Eliphaz elaborates upon this retribution by resuming the overt usage
of plant imagery—again recalling Bildad’s metaphor of 8:11-15. The tree, which is implied in v.
30, suffers its own physical demise coupled with the inability to properly reproduce. It is
unproductive and moribund because it is deprived of the life-giving source that facilitates growth.
Therefore, its branches never flourish ( ל ֹא ר ֲע ָׁננָׁה397)וְ כִ פָׁתֹו. This is in direct contrast to those healthy
plants that are close to their life source and therefore produce leaves and bountiful fruit as alluded

393

Hakham, Job, 120, n. 38.
See, for example, Ezek 12:25 אֲדבֵ ר דָׁ בָׁ ר וְ ֵיעָׁשֶ ה ל ֹא ִתמָׁ שֵ ְך עֹוד. Cf. GKC §144b.
395
See the comparable biblical phrases Eccl 7: 17  בְ ל ֹא עִ תֶ ָךand Lev 15:25 נִ דָׁ תָׁ ה- בְ ל ֹא ֶעתwhich suggest that an
event will come to pass before its appointed time. Cf. also the comparable Akkadian phrase ina la ūmīšu as well as
other ancient Near Eastern parallels in Tur-Sinai, Job 259, Dhorme, Job, 225, Seow, Job 1-21, 725.
396
Clines, Job 1-20, 363.
397
Reading  כִ ָׁפתֹוas a collective. Seow, Job 1-21, 725.
394

115

to in Jer 17:5-10.398 In particular, Jeremiah states that the healthy tree always has green leaves
([ עָׁ לֵהּו ר ֲענָׁן17:8]), imagery also found in Ps 92:15, which likens the godly to flourishing ()רעֲנּנִ ים
trees. This Psalm, however, provides further insight into the meaning of the botanical metaphor
in that the source of the growth of formidable trees ( תָׁ מָׁ רand [ אֶ ֶרזv. 13]) is clearly stated. The trees
“who” flourish and increase in stature ( יִ פְ ָׁרחand )יִשּגֶה
ְ 399 are planted in the house of God ( ְשתּולִ ים
[ ְבבֵ ית יְ הוָׁהv. 14]).
Thus, this metaphor of the tree makes being prosperous contingent upon proper religious
worship. Since the wicked rebel against God (15:25-26), and strive to be prosperous by their own
strength (15:27), Eliphaz depicts them far from the true life source—authentic worship of God—
and thus, unproductive and dying. Since the wicked are not true worshippers of God, they wither
for lack of nourishment and are never able to flourish as they might have been able, were they
properly rooted. In v. 20 Eliphaz claims that the days of the evil-doer are indeed numbered. Now
Eliphaz is illustrating how his days come to an end.400
This image of the languishing plant is continued in v. 33, in which two plants are not able
to properly mature their produce. Initially, the wicked are likened to a vine that is able to produce
grapes, but divests itself of its own unripe fruit ()יחְ מֹ ס כ ֶּגפֶן בִ ְסרֹו. Then the wicked are depicted as
a deficient olive tree, which, like the vine, is fruitful for a period but eventually casts off its own
blossoms ( כזיִ ת נִ צָׁ תו401)וְ י ְשלְֵך.
Yet, Eliphaz’s claim in this verse adds another dimension to the suffering of the wicked.
The loss of the plant’s own fruit testifies not only to the wicked suffering the consequences of their
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own actions, but also to the suffering of their offshoots. Some commentators understand this to
be a reference to the children of the wicked,402 suggesting that the loss of the children is a
consequence of wickedness. Given Job’s loss of children, this certainly seems a plausible
understanding in light of Bildad’s claim that Job’s children died because of their misdeeds (8:4).
It is also possible that the imagery of the withering plant (v. 32b) that removes its own unripe fruit
(v. 33), intends to illustrate that the wicked’s own detrimental actions prohibit them from ever truly
being productive and prosperous.403

3.6 Godless: Sterile Procreators—vv. 34-35
3.6.1 Divine Judgment upon the Wicked Leaving them Sterile and Destitute—v. 34
Eliphaz begins his concluding statements concerning the tragic fate of the wicked by
declaring a two-fold punishment upon the blasphemer. Eliphaz states, in v. 34, that the company
of the godless suffer from sterility (404ּגלְ מּוד

405

עֲדת חָׁ נֵף-)כִ י. This phrase resumes the theme

concerning the iniquity of the wicked bringing suffering upon others. According to Eliphaz, the
godless and their associates are doomed to infertility, which is a sign of divine judgment in the
Bible.406
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However, the consequence alluded to in v. 34a is multifaceted. Greenstein, in his analysis
of the word  ּגלְ מּודin 3:7, suggests that the substantive  ּגלְ מּודcarries the primary sense of “sterile
earth,” but can also adopt a secondary sense of a “solitary crag.”407 This suggestion is based upon
a philological comparison of  ּגלְ מּודwith the related Arabic cognate noun julmūd which can refer to
a lone crag or boulder.408 Taking this into consideration, Eliphaz could very well be uttering a
double entendre in his assertion of the fate of the cohort of the godless. Not only will the godless
and their comrades be like the sterile earth, but they will also suffer alienation, being likened to a
completely isolated rock. The miscreant ( )חָׁ ֵנףis explicitly identified and is doomed to be unfruitful,
along with all others who are affected by his immorality. They cannot reproduce and likewise
experience severe isolation, which recalls the solitude alluded to in vv. 23 and 28.
The godless are then, in v. 34b, depicted as those who dwell in tents of dishonest gain (-אָׁ ֳהלֵי
)שֹ חד. This is to say, the wicked obtain wealth by means of financial impropriety—a common
theme in wisdom literature.409 Eliphaz introduces the idea of the tent ( )אֹ הֶ לas the dwelling place
(5:24), and it is correspondingly used by Bildad (8:22), as well as Zophar (11:14). Through these
references, the symbol of a tent as a microcosm of the nature of one’s life emerges. 410 This
symbolism continues throughout Job where it is used to characterize human life (18:6, 14, 15;
20:26).411 Thus, it seems that those who are dwellers in the tents of bribery are the ones who
practice a lifestyle of financial corruption. Tents of bribery carries the “suggestion that the wealth
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the wicked man enjoys has been gained unjustly, by either the giving or the acceptance of bribes
to pervert justice.”412
Retribution against this type of financial impropriety is justified in accordance with biblical
principles in that acts of bribery were explicitly prohibited in ancient Israel. Bribery was forbidden
in the Torah (e.g., Exod 23:8 [ ]שֹ חד ל ֹא ִתקָׁ חand Deut 16:19 [ ִתקח שֹ חד-)]ל ֹא, as well as strictly
condemned by Israel’s prophets. For example, Isaiah denounces the  אֹ הֵ ב שֹ חדin 1:23, and Micah
indicts the leaders whose judgment is influenced by bribery ([ ָׁראשֶ יהָׁ בְ שֹ חד יִ ְשפֹ טּו3:11]).
Additionally, the Writings indicate that this type of financial impropriety is a characteristic of
wickedness. Psalm 26:10 simply depicts an evildoer as one whose hand is full of שֹ חד, and Prov
17:23 straightforwardly calls those who take bribes wicked ()שֹ חד מֵ חֵ ק ָׁרשָׁ ע יִ קָׁ ח.413 Thus, Eliphaz’s
rhetoric comports with the biblical language and belief that obtaining dishonest gain is immoral
and worthy of judgment.
Eliphaz’s corresponding assertion concerning retribution coming upon the wicked in the
form of fire in v. 34 parallels the usage of fire as divine judgment. An illustrative example is the
judgment of Sodom and Gomorrah, where the God of Israel is the agent who executes divine
judgment upon the cities by means of fire and brimstone (ּגָׁפְ ִרית וָׁאֵ ש...[ ויהוָׁה הִ ְמ ִטירGen 19:24]).
Additionally, it was the Lord’s fire ( )אֵ ש יְ הוָׁהthat burned the outskirts of the camp as divine
judgment for the people’s complaining during the wilderness wanderings (Num 11:1). Isaiah
envisions fire as divine judgment in an eschatological vision ([ בָׁ אֵ ש יְ הוָׁה נִ ְשפָׁ ט66:16]), whereas on
the occasion of Elijah and the prophets of Baal, fire from heaven was divine judgment upon those
who were not worshippers of the God of Israel (2 Kgs 1:10-14).414
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Perhaps the most conspicuous reference to fire is in the prologue of the book of Job. As
Job receives the tragic news concerning his property and his servants, a messenger arrives and
communicates to him that a fire of God fell from the heavens (השָׁ מיִ ם- )אֵ ש אֱֹלהִ ים נָׁפְ לָׁה ִמןand
consumed Job’s flocks and servants (1:16). The fire of God, understood as a form of judgment in
the Bible, is directly responsible for depriving Job of his servants and possessions during the
prologue.415 Along these lines, and within the biblical context, it is reasonable to understand
Eliphaz’s reference to fire as a suggestion that Job has already, perhaps, suffered divine judgment
in the utter destruction of his household through the fire of God.
3.6.2 Reverse Reproduction: The Wicked Spawn Suffering and Deceit—v. 35
At the conclusion of his harangue about the tragic fate of the wicked, Eliphaz utters an
apparently well-known adage ()הָׁ רֹ ה ָׁעמָׁ ל וְ יָֹׁלד אָׁ וֶן416 summarizing the need for retribution upon the
wicked.417 Though Eliphaz claims that the congregation of the godless are barren (v. 34a), he is
quick to apply two verbs associated with fertility (“ הרהto conceive”418 and “ ילדto bear”419) to the
wicked in seemingly incongruous lines (compare 34a and 35a). These paradoxical lines suggest
that the infertility of the wicked indicated in v. 34 does not refer to the inability to reproduce
anything. These contrasting metaphors, in fact, ascribe the ability to procreate to the sterile and
childless. The irony in this verse is glaring: though the wicked are barren and thereby doomed to
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die without natural progeny, they regularly conceive trouble () ָׁעמָׁ ל, resulting in the birth of
contemptible offspring ()אָׁ וֶן420
Whereas through natural conception, offspring is generated in the womb and then birthed,
Eliphaz introduces the generation of the progeny in the bellies of the wicked (v. 35b) after
discussing its ultimate development (v. 35a). The wombs of the wicked fashion and ultimately
bring about421 deceit ()ּוב ְטנָׁם תָׁ כִ ין ִמ ְרמָׁ ה.
ִ
That is, in the wicked’s innermost parts, especially where
people cannot see, they perpetually spawn deceit.
Eliphaz had formerly mentioned that those who plow iniquity would sow trouble ( אָׁ וֶןand
[ עָׁ מָׁ ל4:8]). In the same speech, Eliphaz declared the sources of evil and travail and asserted that
humans were born into trouble ([ אָׁ וֶןand  ] ָׁעמָׁ ל5:6-7). Now, Eliphaz steps up the implications of his
rhetoric to claim that the wicked harm others and, ultimately, themselves. The womb of the wicked
is perilous, their conception is distress, and their progeny is falsehood. The wicked themselves
bear these offences which eventually return upon them. The torment of the wicked is self-inflicted
by reason of them conceiving and birthing the instruments of their own destruction.422

3.7 Conclusion
The imagery of the fate of the wicked illustrated in Job 15 depicts Eliphaz instructing Job
concerning God’s moral order. The harsh end of the wicked illustrated by Eliphaz manifestly lacks
the compassion of the indirect rhetoric of his first speech. Eliphaz is painting an unambiguous
portrait within the paradigm of just retribution of those who do not honor God, and his words can
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certainly be understood to present a warning for the godless. Yet, how does Eliphaz’s warning
and persistence in upholding just retribution relate to Job?
All things considered, it appears that Eliphaz is providing Job, at the bare minimum, a
strong warning, and might be prepared to include him among the wicked. Through vivid imagery
relating to darkness, botany, fatness, and sterility, Eliphaz ostensibly reveals to Job that he is, by
and large, suffering the fate of the wicked, and that God is disclosing Job’s secret impiety through
his misfortune. Job once lived as though he were not wicked, but now God is removing his pious
façade, exposing him and making a public display of him.423
Concerning the imagery Eliphaz uses to present the wicked, Wilson comments that, “(a)ll
of these elements of the description of the wealthy wicked resonate clearly with the early picture
of the blessed state of Job before the advent of his suffering (1:1-3). Eliphaz is informing Job,
rather blatantly, that his great personal loss places him (in his friend’s view) squarely in the
category of the wicked described in these verses.”424 Though it is moot whether Job is considered
wicked by Eliphaz, it does seem reasonable to suggest that his comments locate Job within the
sphere of wickedness and en route to experiencing the consequences of wicked behavior. Thus, it
is difficult to argue that Eliphaz does not at least have Job in mind throughout his speech. His
allusions are too specific to Job’s situation. Amos Hakham also concludes, “ אף אל פי שאליפז מדבר
- שלפי דעתו היה חי כל, כוללים דבריו רמזים לאיוב עצמו, ואומר שהם הם הדברים שקבלו חכמים מאבותם,בדרך כלל
 אבל בלבו היו מחשבות מרי, העמיד פנים כירא אלהים,ימיו במרמה.”

423

425

Hartley, Job, 255.
Wilson, Job, 170.
425
“Even though Eliphaz is speaking generally, and says those are the things that the wise received from their
forefathers, hints are included in his words toward Job himself, who according to his opinion [Eliphaz’s] lived all the
days of his live in deception, pretending that he was a God-fearer, but with rebellious thoughts in his heart.” Hakham,
Job, 122.
424

122

There must be at least something in Job’s heart, or thoughts in Job’s mind, that are causing
this turmoil in his life (v. 12), according to Eliphaz. Job may or not be wicked at this point, but
Eliphaz’s rhetoric and imagery are forceful reminders to Job to mind the principles of just
retribution. Job responds to Eliphaz’s view regarding the fate of the wicked (Job 16-17), yet his
response only spurs Bildad to proclaim a vehement defense of the paradigm of just retribution.
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4 “Woe is the Way of the Wicked”: Bildad in Chapter 18
In presenting distinct scenarios for both the righteous (8:11-15) and the wicked (8:16-22),
Bildad’s first speech left open the possibility that Job could return to God and reverse his tragic
situation, once again enjoying prosperity and wellness.426 If Job would simply turn back to God,
Bildad claimed, the Job of the dialogues could once again be, and perhaps even surpass in
greatness, the Job of the early prologue (8:5-7).
Bildad’s second speech is not so benevolent.
He commences his dialogue by mockingly inquiring as to how long it would be before Job
stopped talking427—in effect brazenly asking Job to “shut up” (v. 2).428 Job lacks intelligence,
according to Bildad429 who is disturbed that, not only does Job reject his friend’s advice of
admitting iniquity and repenting, but he also humiliates his companions by suggesting that they
are essentially worthless, vain comforters (16:2-3). Bildad is offended that Job would dare to
imply that he and his friends are misguided when, in his opinion, they are authentic sages with
profound insight (v. 3, see also 8:8-10).430 Hence, Bildad, who is particularly interested in his
personal standing among the wise, is insulted, and is no longer concerned with Job’s needs for
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consolation, camaraderie, and confession.431 Job, in Bildad’s opinion, is egocentric and desires to
play the role of God, reorganizing the cosmos to better suit his purposes, as though he should be
the only exception to the traditional wisdom paradigm of retributive justice (v. 4).432 When Bildad
is unsuccessful in persuading Job to recognize that he and his friends are sagacious counselors, he
turns from humane reasoning to a harsh invective against those who refuse to turn to God.433
Concerning Bildad’s difference in tone between his first two speeches, Hartley notes, “(w)hereas
in his former speech [Bildad] emphasized the possibility that Job might have a bright future,
because the righteous are blessed, he now details the horrid fate that befalls the ungodly…He offers
Job no hope…”434
Thus, Bildad proceeds to illustrate the harrowing and inevitable fate of the wicked, which
Job can expect by virtue of his arrogance—toward both God435 and tradition—and his refusal to
admit to iniquity. In doing so, Bildad recapitulates several of his previous claims using comparable
imagery (e.g. imagery of the dwelling place and the plant in chapter 8), as well as introduces
distinct symbolism to vividly illustrate the fate of the wicked who turn away from God. As the
speech progresses, it becomes increasingly evident that Bildad also resorts to aspects of his
companions’ imagery and reiterates their argument of just retribution by utilizing this imagery to
connect Job’s suffering with sin.436
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4.1 The Light of the Wicked Will Wane—vv. 5-6, 18
4.1.1 No Light…No Life
In accordance with Bildad’s paradigm of retributive justice, which has been entrenched in
tradition, he inaugurates his diatribe against the wicked by using a well-known conventional
wisdom adage relating to the dichotomy of light and darkness. In vv. 5-6, Bildad depicts the
wicked in the dark because their source of light is perpetually extinguished. Bildad reiterates in
each of the four lines of vv. 5-6 that, even if the wicked were to strive to live in the light (אֹור, אשֹו,
ִ
)נֵרֹו, their endeavor would fail, their light would be darkened (יִ ּגה יִ ְדעְָׁך-)חָׁ שְך בְ אָׁ הֳלֹו ל ֹא, and they will
abide in obscurity.
A cursory look at the usage of light and darkness in the book of Job reveals its symbolic
value. Initially, Job referred to the symbolism of light/darkness in his opening curse upon the day
of his birth. In this malediction, Job retroactively invokes darkness ([ חֹ שֶ ְךvv. 4-5]) upon that day
so as to never have experienced the light of life (v. 20 [)]אֹור. Bildad, now frustrated with Job,
communicates that he has indeed earned that for which he wished. Yet, Bildad escalates Job’s
language from chapter 3 and reapplies Job’s rhetoric to the fate of the wicked, suggesting that the
darkness Job once wished for is the tragic end of the impious.437 In Job’s persistence in denying
wrongdoing, he confirms his position as being numbered with the impious.
Elsewhere in Job, light resembles an attribute relating to life and/or the continuance of an
enjoyable physical existence (3:9, 16, 20; 18:18; 33:28, 30; 38:15, 19). Similarly, the symbolism
of light is used to refer to spiritual vitality and wisdom (22:28; 24:13, 16, 28:11; 29:3), generally
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Habel, Job, 281, 84. Habel even suggests that the reference to the wicked in the 3 rd person masculine
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However, it is also possible that the possessive pronoun in  ִאשֹוrefers to the wicked as a collective. Accordingly, the
wicked are collectively referred to in the singular for the duration of the chapter, despite the initial reference to the
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bestowed upon the righteous.

Darkness, on the other hand, is frequently symbolic of the

underworld and death (3:4-5; 10:21; 15:22-23, 30; 17:13; 18:18; 20:26), as well as a lack of
wisdom/guidance (5:14; 12:25; 19:8; 22:11; 29:3; 38:2).438 Though Bildad depicts a living person
in 18:5-6, he suggests that their habitation falls under the dominion of death as the light of their
abode diminishes.439 Once again, Bildad upholds what his companion Eliphaz has already claimed
(15:22) in that the wicked are bound for darkness, which manifests itself during their increasingly
deteriorating life. Bildad further intensifies his rhetoric and clarifies the grim fate of the wicked
in v. 18. The wicked ultimately meet their death by being pushed out of the realm of light and
into the dominion of darkness (חֹ שֶ ְך-)יֶהְ ְדפֻהּו מֵ אֹור אֶ ל. Bildad proposes a complete eradication of the
wicked from the populated world (440)ּומתֵ בֵ ל יְ נִ דֻהּו
ִ resulting in their arrival into a realm in which
they are deprived of light.
4.1.2 Light/Life/Land vs. Darkness & Death in the Bible
Bildad’s warning regarding the expulsion of the wicked evokes the Pentateuchal admonition
to Israel of obedience to the Law of God, and the repercussion of being removed from the land
(Deut 28:58, 63). Additionally, Jeremiah prophesies that King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon would
attack Judah and exile its inhabitants because of their disobedience (25:5-11). As a result of this
exile, says the prophet, God will put an end to everyday life in the land. There will be no more
sounds of joy and gladness, marriage celebrations will cease, and the millstone will no longer be
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darkness represents loss (15:30), sadness, and death (3:5).” Hartley, Job, 275. See also Seow, Job 1-21, 773-74.
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employed. This dissolution of normal activity is depicted as a type of death coming upon the land.
In this manner, it is appropriate that Jeremiah uses the light/darkness metaphor in reference to the
land asserting that God will extinguish the light of its lamp ([ וְ אֹור נֵר25: 10]).
This notion of being uprooted as judgment for disobedience continues as a motif
throughout biblical wisdom literature and poetry. The Deuteronomistic affirmation that only the
righteous inhabit the land is echoed in Prov 2:21-22 (אָׁ ֶרץ-יְ שָׁ ִרים יִ ְשכְ נּו-)כִ י, in which the wicked are
explicitly depicted as being cut off from the earth () ְּורשָׁ עִ ים מֵ אֶ ֶרץ יִ כ ֵָׁרתּו. In Ps 52:5-7 God expels
those who love lies more than truth from the land of the living ([ מֵ אֶ ֶרץ חיִ יםv. 7]). The lover of evil
is not only removed from the land of the living, but God is the enforcer of the retribution, pulling
the wicked down forever (אֵ ל יִ תָׁ צְ ָך ָׁלנֶצח-)ּגם.
Further examination of Proverbs demonstrates that light/dark imagery depicts life and
death in a sense that is particularly relevant to Job 18:5-6, 18. Using nearly identical terminology
to Job 18:5-6, Prov 13:9 states that the light of the righteous shines while the lamp of the wicked
wanes (צ ִדיקִ ים יִ ְשמָׁ ח וְ נֵר ְרשָׁ עִ ים יִ ְדעְָׁך-)אֹור. That is to say, the life of the righteous person will be happy,
but the life of the wicked will be dismal. Proverbs 20:20, recalling the Pentateuchal appeal to
honor one’s father and mother (Exod 20:12; Deut 5:16), asserts that the one who curses his/her
parents will suffer the waning of one’s lamp in darkness ()יִ ְדעְך נֵרֹו באישון חֹ שֶ ְך. This fate plainly
coincides with the death penalty as the requirement of the Mosaic Law for the offense of
dishonoring one’s father and mother (i.e. Exod 21:17; Lev 20:9; Deut 27:16). Indeed, the metaphor
of the fading lamp portrays the end of the wicked, which is demonstrated through the illustrative,
yet understandable rhetoric of Prov 24:20 (תהְ יֶה אח ֲִרית ל ָָׁׁרע נֵר ְרשָׁ עִ ים יִ ְדעְָׁך-ֹא
ִ )ל.441
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Not only do these verses suggest a common wisdom expression,442 but they express the
same understanding regarding the judgment of the wicked Bildad alludes to in Job 18:5-6, 18. The
wicked receive their just retribution by way of their imminent death. Through their impending
death, they are transferred from a realm of light into a realm of darkness.
4.1.3 Darkness & Death in Ancient Near Eastern Literature
Ancient Near Eastern literature interestingly depicts the realm of the dead (i.e. the
netherworld) as consisting of darkness. The belief that darkness is a primary characteristic of the
netherworld may have come about by transposing comprehensible images in observable realms,
to those things about which the ancient Near Easterners had no tangible evidence. An example of
this in the ancient Near East and the Bible relates to the postmortem experience, in which the
afterlife was spent in the lurking subterranean realm of the dead—an abode devoid of light.443
4.1.3.1 The Ballad of Early Rulers
In addition to the Mesopotamian understanding of the underworld as a dark place, it
appears as though the notion of darkness was also understood to imply death in general. The
Ballad of Early Rulers,444 which is a composition that emphasizes the sovereignty of Ea in
determining all fates, affirms the ephemeral nature of human life and refers to the impending death
of all humans. It is, therefore, best to enjoy the present time before the arrival of death, according
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to the composition.445 In this context, a line from The Ballad of Early Rulers lends insight into
how the imagery of light relates to life, and by implication, death:
balāṭu ša lā namāri446 ana mūti mīna utter

“Life without light—how can it be better than
death?” Line 19447

In the above passage, life is considered fruitful in the presence of light, whereas life without
light is grim. Thus, light and darkness symbolically relate to one’s quality of life. The ultimate
deprivation of light leads one to the rationale that one might be better off dead.
4.1.3.2 The Descent of Ishtar to the Netherworld and Nergal and Ereshkigal
An interesting description of the realm of the dead from Akkadian literature comes from
The Descent of Ishtar to the Netherworld.448 In this composition, the goddess Ishtar arrives at the
underworld and demands admittance. The following lines provide a description of Ishtar’s
determination to arrive and a summary of the netherworld:
To the netherworld, the land of no return,
Ishtar, daughter of Sin, set her mind.
Indeed, the daughter of Sin did set her mind
To the gloomy house, the seat of the netherworld,
To the house that none leaves who enters,
To the road whose journey had no return,
To the house whose entrants are bereft of light,
Where dust is their sustenance and clay their food.
They see no light but dwell in darkness...
445

Ibid., 144. Though this text does broach the aforementioned serious themes, it very well may contain a
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Lines 1-9449
A few observations can be readily noted relating to this composition’s depiction of the
realm of the dead in relation to the imagery presented in Job. This composition characterizes those
who are in the realm of the dead as being in their “house.” It is the inhabitant’s dwelling place
that is deprived of light (lines 4, 7). Not only does their dwelling lack light, but the inhabitants of
the netherworld are depicted as being without proper sustenance (line 8).
The same imagery of the underworld occurs in the Standard Babylonian version of Nergal
and Ereshkigal in which Nergal visits the netherworld with the intent of usurping the throne of
Ereshkigal:
To the netherworld, Land of No Return,
Nergal set his mind…
To the gloomy house, seat of the netherworld,
To the house that none leaves who enters,
To the road whose journey has no return,
To the house whose entrants are berift of light,
Where the dust is their sustenance and clay their food…
…They see no light but dwell in darkness...450
In this composition, the underworld is depicted as a house where the inhabitants are
deprived of light and sustenance. The rhetoric concerning the light/darkness polarity, lack of
sustenance, and habitation in The Descent of Ishtar to the Netherworld and Nergal and Ereshkigal
is similar to that used in various sections of Job concerning the ongoing state, and eventual fate,
of the wicked. For instance, in Eliphaz’s second speech he claims that the wicked despair of the
darkness that awaits them (15:22), and proceeds to mention that they suffer from insufficient
sustenance (15:23). Eliphaz previously suggested a lack of sustenance for the wicked, though
subtly, in 4:11, when he claimed that the lion (i.e., the wicked) would perish from a lack of prey.
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As mentioned above, Bildad picks up on the illustration of the wicked being deprived of
light and adds that this darkness comes upon their habitation (18:5-6). Ultimately, the wicked are
completely deprived of light through being forced into the netherworld (18:18). In this manner,
according to Bildad, the wicked endlessly dwell in darkness. Initial darkness comes to pass while
the wicked are still living, through the expectation of their demise.

This expectation is

subsequently fulfilled through their expulsion from the realm of light into the world of darkness.
Bildad maintains that the wicked are deprived of light in their own habitation, are consequently
deprived of all light in the land of the living, and are eventually fated for the realm of darkness.
Thus to Bildad, a dwelling place without light essentially announces death which is culminated
through the loss of life.

4.2 The Way of the Wicked—vv. 7-10
In the previous verses, Bildad described the fate of the wicked as they were stationary in
their habitations. In Job 18:7-10, Bildad moves on to illustrate the wicked in motion. Regardless
of whether the wicked remain in their houses or strive to move along in their paths, they meet an
awful demise. In vv. 8-10 Bildad uses six different expressions for an entrapment of the feet (רשֶ ת,ֶ
שבָׁ כָׁה,
ְ פָׁ ח, צ ִמים, טָׁ מּון, )מלְ כֹ דֶ ת451 to illustrate that in the journey of the wicked they encounter a sudden,
unexpected, and imminent halt452 as a result of their own schemes.
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For varying descriptions of the significance of the words of the different traps and their appearance in
other biblical literature, see Hartley, Job, 276; Longman, Job, 250.
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Hartley, Job, 275-76. Concerning these traps pointing to the inevitability of a tragic end for the wicked
Clines states, “(t)his depiction of the snares laid for the wicked has the impact of representing him as perpetually
surrounded by danger. While he lives, he lives a charmed life, but at any moment one of the traps will spring and his
life will be over.” Clines, Job 1-20, 415.
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The terminology relating to traps for the feet symbolically relates human conduct,453 while
the allusion to their path exhibits the type of life one lives. Tremper Longman III explains,
“(w)isdom’s main metaphor for life is a path. The wise walk on the straight, well-lit, smooth path
that leads to life, while the wicked walk on the twisty path that is dark and filled with all kinds of
calamities…In this path, the wicked hurt themselves.”454 Thus in their way, the wicked’s own
feet guide them into traps, leading to their downfall.455 The Bible mentions that only those who
are properly guided by wisdom (Prov 4:12), and God (Ps 18:37; 2 Sam 22:37) can negotiate the
traps and be successful.456
The metaphorical unit regarding the faltering of the wicked is introduced with an
ambiguous phrase concerning their steps ([ יֵצְ רּו צעֲדֵ י אֹונֹוv. 7]). The mention of the steps in this
line hints at the idea that the wicked’s path is being addressed. Bildad has already stated that the
wicked come to a dreadful end (vv. 5-6). This is also what v. 7b indicates in stating that the wicked
will fall because of their own schemes ( עֲצָׁ תֹו457)וְ ת ְשלִ יכֵהּו. It is preferable to understand 7a in this
same light, making it unlikely that Bildad is simply communicating the weakening of the wicked’s
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is a strong argument for emendation, the solution is not as straightforward as it appears. The OG could sensibly
support this reading with  ת ְשלִ יכֵהּוas well if the interpreter understood " וְ ת ְשלִ יכֵהּו עֲצָׁ תֹוhis counsel will cast him down”
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Job 1-21, 782-83.
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strength.458 Rather, it is preferable to understand 7a to speak of restricting459 the hurtful steps of
the wicked. If this is the meaning, vv. 8-10 then read as a further elaboration upon stopping the
wicked in their proverbial tracks.
The godless’ primary stumbling block is their own counsel. Regardless of how hard the
wicked strive to increase in wisdom, they remain foolhardy. Lacking acumen, it is precisely their
own counsel that causes them to fall into traps.460 Understanding Bildad’s depiction of these
stumbling imprudent counselors is improved by observing how other immoral people use these
types of traps in the Bible.
In Ps 9:16-17, the nations are depicted as falling prey to the various entrapments that they
themselves had concealed for others461 (זּו טָׁ מָׁ נּו נִ לְ כְ דָׁ ה רגְ לָׁם-[ בְ ֶרשֶ תv. 5b]). The psalmist proceeds to
straightforwardly declare that the wicked being caught in their own traps ([ בְ פֹ על כ ָׁפיו נֹוקֵ ש ָׁרשָׁ עv.
17b]) is a direct act of justice by the God of Israel ([ נֹודע יְ הוָׁה ִמ ְש ָׁפט עָׁשָׁ הv.17a]).462 This justice is
appealed to in Ps 140:5-6, where the psalmist pleads for the protection of the Lord from the wicked
()שָׁ ְמ ֵרנִ י יְ הוָׁה ִמידֵ י ָׁרשָׁ ע. These wicked strive to conceal an assortment of traps (פח. חֲבָׁ לִ ים, רשֶ ת,ֶ )מֹ קְ ִשים
to cause the worshipper to falter. However, the psalmist appeals to God to enact justice as his
recourse against this trickery (Ps 140:6-13).
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Using similar rhetoric to Bildad’s in 18:8-10, Pss 9:16-17 and 140:5-6 show the impious
laying down traps striving to ensnare the true follower of God. Bildad pictures the wicked who
devise evil machinations against the pious, recklessly tripping over their own traps and causing a
precipitous end to their own life journey. Not only is the wicked tumbling over their own schemes
a precursor to Bildad’s claim that they cannot enjoy their prosperity for long,463 but also alludes to
their inevitable destruction.464 Bildad’s conclusion certainly coincides with the wisdom motif,
which asserts that the deeds of the wicked return upon them.465 The question that remains is
whether or not this wisdom applies to Job.

4.3 Terrors and Trouble in the Way of the Wicked—vv. 11-12
Eliphaz previously claimed that the wicked live in a perpetual state of fear and terror
(15:20).466 Bildad demonstrates his affinity to Eliphaz’s retribution ideology by reminding Job
that terrors frighten the wicked from all sides ([ סָׁ בִ יב בִ עֲתֻ הּו ב ָׁלהֹותv. 11]), leaving them forever
panicked. The rhetoric of perpetual terrors ( )בלָׁהֹותovercoming the wicked signifies their imminent
death sentence. This is clear through analyzing how  בלָׁהֹותis used throughout Job.467 Terrors
( )בלָׁהֹותovertake the wicked like water in Job 27:20a, which is another passage that relates the fate
of the wicked. The significance of v. 20a is further revealed in 20b, which is a parallel statement
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indicating the tragic fate of the wicked. The wicked are swept away by a violent storm wind ( ליְ לָׁה
)ּגְ נָׁבתּו סּופָׁה.468
The next time that  בלָׁהֹותappears is in Job’s final discourse. In the middle of Job’s
monologue, he launches into a complaint in which he recounts his mistreatment by younger men
(30:1). After detailing this misconduct toward him (30:1-14), Job reflects upon his fateful situation
and exclaims that terrors ( )בלָׁהֹותare overturned upon him (30:15)469—that is to say—Job is
overwhelmed by intense fear. In agony Job cries out to God, initially receiving no response
(30:20a), but subsequently being violently attacked by God (30:21b). This malicious backlash
from God assures Job that God has appointed him to death (יָׁדעְ ִתי מָׁ וֶת ְת ִשיבֵ נִ י-[ כִ יv. 23]). Thus, an
overview of this passage suggests that those things which cause Job terror in v. 15 are used by God
as harbingers of his impending and predetermined death.470
Bildad tersely reiterates the enduring presence of the terrors in v. 11b. Alluding to the
terrors ( )בלָׁהֹותof v. 11a once again, Bildad asserts that they will be scattered about the feet of the
wicked () ֶוהֱפִ יצֻהּו לְ רגְ לָׁיו.471 This line implies the preceding imagery related to the feet and portrays
terror causing the legs of the wicked to tremble in fear. Bildad communicates that everywhere the
wicked sojourn in life, they are in fear of their premature demise. With this rhetoric, Bildad
continues to emphasize death as the ultimate penalty for wickedness.
Bildad’s rhetoric continues to intensify as the images of the downfall of the wicked become
ever more daunting throughout his second speech. Bildad next relates imagery implying the
468

This wind imagery is continued in 27:21-22 to portray the wicked person’s plight in the face of their

judgment.
469

See GKC §121a-b for the unusual morphology in the phrase הָׁ הְ פְך עָׁלי בלָׁהֹות.
The idea that the word  בלָׁהָׁ הcan indicate terror associated with death is found elsewhere in the Bible. See,
for example, Isa 17:14 and especially Ezek 26:21 ()בלָׁהֹות אֶ ְתנְֵך וְ אֵ ינְֵך, and Ps 73:19 (בלָׁהֹות-)אֵ יְך הָׁ יּו לְ שמָׁ ה כְ ָׁרגע סָׁ פּו תמּו ִמן.
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consumption of the wicked as a result of their iniquity in v. 12. Coinciding with the notion that
the path of the wicked is laden with horror, Bildad now asserts that the (personified) trouble of the
wicked is hungry ( ָׁרעֵ ב אֹ נֹו-)יְ ִהי, seemingly lying in wait, vigilant for their slightest misstep. This
threat of a looming attack is reiterated in v. 12b where Bildad claims that the disaster of the wicked
is continually ready for their unavoidable fall ().

472

אֵ יד נָׁכֹון לְ צלְ עֹו

A few interpretive notes are in order with regard to the significance of v. 12. Initially, this
is a notoriously difficult verse to interpret because of the anomalous usage of the jussive  יְ ִהיat the
beginning of the line, as well as the various potential interpretations of  ָׁר ֵעבand  אֹ נֹוin 11a. The
verb  יְ הִ יis jussive, but it appears as if it should be understood as an ordinary imperfect form.473
Though this might be the case, there is still some difficulty regarding the syntactical functions and
significances of the words  ָׁרעֵ בand אֹ נֹו. Both of these words have several meanings and both could
function as the subject of the sentence. Some understand the word  ָׁר ֵעבin its primary lexical
adjectival sense, “hungry,”474 or with slight emendation, “hunger.”475 Other commentators,
following the lead of Dahood, suggest that the word  ָׁר ֵעבis an epithet for the Canaanite god Mot.
For example, Pope translates  ָׁרעֵ בin 12a as the “Ravenous One”476 and comments that “(t)he
suggestion of Dahood is now accepted, that rāēḇ (sic), the ‘Hungry One,’ is an epithet for Mot
(Death).”477 There is also significant disagreement among interpreters regarding the meaning of
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the noun  אֹ נֹוwhich can legitimately be translated as pertaining to “vigor, power, wealth”478 or
“trouble, disaster, calamity.”479
Though there are several interpretations of this passage, the prominent retribution motif of
perpetual fear troubling the wicked, along with the rhetorical content of this section, help in
determining the best reading of this phrase. Bildad has already touched on imagery related to
darkness and how this resembles eventual death (18:5-6), as did Eliphaz (15:22). It is, therefore,
not surprising that Bildad broaches the subject of the perpetual terror of the wicked as did Eliphaz
(15:21). Bildad introduces this topic by using entrapment imagery that relates to feet in order to
resemble the tragic path of the wicked ultimately leading to their demise (18:8-10). However,
Bildad, seemingly unsatisfied with communicating merely the ultimate destiny of the wicked,
expounds upon what the wicked experience in their treacherous journey. In v. 11, Bildad
communicates that the wicked will experience omnipresent terrors in their lives. This claim
provides the ideal context for Bildad’s next assertion in verse 12. Bildad portrays the calamity of
the wicked as a ravenous entity ready to devour, and simply waiting for the wicked to stumble.
This imagery regarding the consumption of the wicked is mentioned again in 18:13, which is
treated below.480 However, it is reasonable to suggest at this juncture that a reading of v. 12a
which understands the wicked’s trouble being eager to devour, fits into the retribution motif as
well as the immediate rhetorical context of the verse.
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4.4 Definite Death—vv. 13-14
The persistent terror of vv. 11-12 suggests that the wicked regularly experience the
consequences of their impiety but do not invariably perish at once. Bildad emphasizes that the
journey of the wicked, regardless of duration, is calamitous and ends in their death. While
continuing to emphasize the same retribution theology in vv. 13-14, Bildad refers to two terms
which function as appellatives for entities related to the Canaanite god Mot. Being that these
monikers would have likely been recognized in the ancient Near Eastern cognitive environment,
it is important to grasp what the poet of Job may have been communicating in that milieu.
4.4.1 The Firstborn of Death—v. 13
Bildad continues his discourse by portraying grotesque corporeal affliction befalling the
wicked. In v. 13a an unnamed creature attacks the wicked and consumes the limbs of his skin
()י ֹאכל בדֵ י עֹורֹו. Bildad’s mentioning of a skin malady brings to mind the ailments of Job’s skin.
Job’s skin was plagued with boils (2:7), it scabbed and cracked (7:5), and became hideous to the
point at which Job complained of it turning black (30:28, 30). Thus, there is little doubt that
Bildad’s description alludes to Job’s illness481 and relates it to a punishment that falls upon the
wicked.
This allusion to Job, however, is expressed through curious rhetoric that deserves further
investigation. The anomalous phrase “ בדֵ י עֹורֹוlimbs of his skin” suggests that the line should also
be understood metaphorically.482 The multiple renderings of this line in the versions show that the
translators had difficulty understanding the text. This confusion is reflected in more modern
treatments of this verse as well. For example, Nahum Sarna notes that to “devour skin” is not a
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Hartley, Job, 278-79. Seow notes that, “in Bildad’s list of terrors, the disintegration of skin sounds like
an allusion to Job.” A depiction of the suffering of the skin appears elsewhere in biblical poetry (Lam 3:4; 4:8; 5:10).
Seow, Job 1-21, 775.
482
See Rowley, Job, 130.

139

natural phrase. His solution to this peculiar phrase is found in a comparison with an Ugaritic
passage from The Baal Cycle in which Mot boastfully declares “With both my hands I shall eat
them” (pimt.bkl˂a˃t/ydy.ilḥm.).483 Sarna then notes that the Ugaritic uniconsonantal d, “hand” is
apparently fossilized in the phrase bd, “with/in the hand.” Based upon the rhetoric of this Ugaritic
passage, and the apparent fossilization of the combined bd, Sarna contends that the difficult words
 בדֵ יand  בדָׁ יוin v. 13 should be understood as meaning “with two hands” and “with his two hands”
respectively.484
A concern with this approach, however, is the seemingly liberal imposition of the Ugaritic
pattern upon the Hebrew of Job. The word  בדhas intelligible Hebrew meanings which should be
retained unless it is impossible to do so. The meaning of  בדdoes not have to be “limb” in the
strictest sense, but can also signify the part of a whole (i.e., Exod 30:34),485 as the limbs are an
extension of the human body. Simply recognizing this meaning of  בדeliminates the apparent need
for emendation of this phrase in that  בדֵ י עֹורֹוcould refer to “parts of his skin.” This is not only a
much less ambiguous phrase, but also, exposes the possibility that the phrase could be a
synecdoche for the whole body.
An additional factor in understanding the significance of the phrase  בדֵ י עֹורֹוlies in
identifying the entity which devours. As mentioned above, the entity which devours is not
explicitly mentioned in v. 13a. However, v. 13b states that the personified ( בְ כֹור מָׁ וֶתthe “Firstborn
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of Death”)486 ravages his (i.e., the wicked’s) members (בְ כֹור מָׁ וֶת

487

)י ֹאכל בדָׁ יו. There are several

elements of v. 12 which are crucial to understanding its meaning that should be identified. This
verse is situated in a context in which Bildad strives to communicate that the ultimate destiny of
the wicked is a harrowing death (vv. 1-12). Bildad asserts that one of the ghastly outcomes of
wickedness is that the Firstborn of Death feasts on the wicked’s members ([ בדָׁ יוv. 12b]). The
limbs of the wicked mentioned in v. 12b distinctly parallel the parts of the skin ([ בדֵ י עֹורֹו12a]).
However, it is important to note that the reference to limbs in v. 12b does not mention the skin.
This parallelism suggests that  בדֵ י עֹורֹוand  בדָׁ יוshould have comparable meanings, and that it might
be best not to understand the phrase  בדֵ י עֹורֹוliterally.
This suspicion is confirmed upon investigating the identity and action of the Firstborn of
Death ()בכֹור מָׁ וֶת,
ְ which is depicted as consuming ()י ֹאכל488 his prey. This is the only time such a
character is mentioned in the Bible. Thus it is imperative to look to the ancient Near Eastern
materials to see if any information might be gleaned that could provide a landscape for
understanding this character. It is important to note that no discernible character named the
Firstborn of Death has been discovered elsewhere in ancient Near Eastern literature.489 Yet, since
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the Firstborn of Death is personified through its eating in v. 13, it is reasonable to look into the
Canaanite parallels of Mot, the god of the netherworld.
Sure enough, in Ugaritic texts there are references to Mot swallowing his victims similarly
to the Firstborn of Death in Job. For example, the insatiable appetite of Mot is alluded to in The
Baal Cycle:490

lyrt.bnpš/bn.ilm.mt.
bmhmrt/ydd.il.ǵzr…

Surely you will descend into Divine Mot’s
throat,
Into the gullet of El’s Beloved, the Hero.
Tablet V, Column I, lines 33-35

špt.larṣ.špt.lšmm/
lšn.lkbkbm.
yʻrb/bʻl.bkbdh
bphyrd/kḥrr.zt.
ybl.arṣ.wpr/ʻṣm

One lip to the (Netherworld), one lip to
Heaven,
a tongue to the Stars.
Baal will enter his innards,
Into his mouth he will descend like a dried
olive,
Produce of the earth, and fruit of the trees.
Tablet V, Column II, lines 2-6491

In Canaanite literature, Mot is depicted as a ravenous consumer of gods and men with an
immense mouth and appetite.492 This imagery of insatiable Mot provides an intriguing backdrop
for the reference to the Firstborn of Death preying upon the wicked in v. 13.493 Through this, an
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idea emerges from within the ancient Near Eastern conceptual world concerning death. Death was
personified/deified and depicted as having a voracious appetite. Death was imagined to be an
overindulgent devourer who transferred entities into the netherworld by ingesting them.494 By
juxtaposing this image with the Firstborn of Death in v. 13b it emerges that, not only is there a
relationship in the names of these two figures, but both Mot and the Firstborn of Death are depicted
as rapacious eaters who consume their victims.
This consumption is what clarifies the two usages of the word  בדin v. 13. Because of the
absence of the explicit mention of the Firstborn of Death in the Bible and other ancient Near
Eastern literature, it is best to understand this figure in light of imagery relating to Mot. Thus, just
as Mot utterly consumes his victims,495 so the Firstborn of Death is depicted as devouring his
victims. Those consumed by the Firstborn of Death are the wicked who meet their ultimate fate
in being devoured. Drawing upon the Canaanite imagery of Mot assists in revealing that בדֵ י עֹורֹו
does not simply refer to a type of skin ailment or a portion of the skin, but rather, an entire being.
This phrase is a synecdoche for the whole body.
The imagery related to Mot in Ugaritic literature provides a glimpse into the world in which
the poet of Job wrote the book. Whereas Ugaritic literature has not yet presented an unequivocal
answer to the difficult phrase בדֵ י עֹורֹו, or the identity of the Firstborn of Death, a look into the
imagery of Mot’s consumption of beings provides insight into the potential cognitive domain of
the readers of ancient Near Eastern literature and Job. Likewise, the genius of the author is further
revealed through the reference to the skin. In Bildad’s rebuke, the author reminds the reader of
the skin ailments that fell upon Job, while the mentioning of the consumption of the “limbs of the
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skin” alludes to one of the main themes of retribution literature—the inevitable death of the
wicked.
4.4.2 The King of Terrors—v. 14
As though utterly infatuated with the advent of justice through the death of the wicked,
Bildad continues pronouncing this destiny in the presence of his grieving companion. In doing so,
Bildad alludes to a point that he’s already made in a previous speech concerning the futility of
trusting in one’s house.496

In the context of chapter 18, the allusion expands in order to

communicate that the wicked are devoid of any secure dwelling place (v. 14a). In fact, the tent of
the wicked is already dark,497 symbolizing the wicked’s eventually demise. Still, the wicked498
are cut off from their tent which serves as their security ()יִ ּנָׁתֵ ק מֵ אָׁ הֳלֹו ִמבְ טחֹו. The wicked are torn
from the center of their preservation and protection and exposed to experience the harm they
deserve.499
As in v. 13, the agent executing the retribution upon the wicked is not immediately
identified in v. 14a. Yet in v. 14b, the wicked person is led off to the ominous King of Terrors by
an unnamed subject ()וְ ת ְצעִ דֵ הּו לְ מֶ לְֶך בלָׁהֹות. The fact that there is no immediate antecedent to the
feminine singular  ת ְצעִ דֵ הּוhas caused interpreters difficulty resulting in various approaches to
explaining the text. Sarna proposes that  תצְ עִ דֵ הּוshould be understood as a rare masculine form
with a t- prefix. Sarna cites Job 20:9, where an anomalous t- prefix appears twice (תֹוסיף,
ִ
שּורּנּו
ֶ )ת,
ְ
as another example of this phenomenon, as well as claiming that the preterite and present third
person masculine singular forms appear with a t- prefix in the Amarna letters.500 Nevertheless,
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Seow is doubtful of this suggestion and appeals to GKC §144.b, which indicates that the third
person feminine singular can be used impersonally. Thus, Seow understands  תצְ עִ דֵ הּוto mean an
unnamed terror alluded to by the word בלָׁהֹות. One of these terrors ( )בלָׁהָׁ הleads the wicked away
to his death.501
Hakham strives to find an antecedent in the surrounding text and suggests that the feminine
imperfect form ( )ת ְצעִ דֵ הּוactually refers to the wicked man’s wife. This is because Hakham
understands the word  צלעof v. 12 to refer to the wife of the wicked. However, as was mentioned
above, it is preferable to understand  צלעin this context as a derivative of the word “ צֶ לעlimping,
stumbling.” What is helpful about Hakham’s approach, however, is the pursuit of an antecedent
within the preceding verses. Ibn Ezra suggests that the subject of  תצְ עִ דֵ הּוis the feminine singular
noun “ עֲצָׁ תֹוhis counsel” of v. 7b.502 This suggestion is particularly compelling because it
emphasizes a consistent theme from v. 7 onward—namely, that the wicked suffer the consequences
of their own counsel. The downfall of the wicked is a result of their confidence in their own
acumen instead of God’s wisdom.

Accordingly, this option provides a clear and sensible

antecedent without textual emendation, and it fits into the literary context in a way that reinforces
the doctrine of just retribution that Bildad desperately strives to communicate.503
The grim allusion to the personified King of Terrors concerning the punishment of the
wicked, in close proximity to the mention of the Firstborn of Death, also provokes an inquiry into
Canaanite imagery that might clarify the identity of this peculiar being. The insight concerning
the identity of the Firstborn of Death as understood through the depiction of the Canaanite deity
Mot in v. 13 spurs an appeal to this same imagery to decipher who/what is being referred to as the
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“King of Terrors.” The traditional conclusion that stems from this methodology results in likening
the King of Terrors to the Canaanite deity Mot.504 This inference is supported by the fact that
Death was perceived as a monarch who reigned over the underworld in various ancient cultures.505
The king of the netherworld in Babylonia, for example, was Nergal, 506 and among the Greeks,
Pluto was infernal king.507 Considering the mythopoetic images stemming from ancient cultures
as well as the context of Bildad’s retributive claim, a direct correspondence has been proposed
between the King of Terrors and the Canaanite deity Mot.
It is important, however, to be careful not to presume beyond what can reasonably be
demonstrated through the ancient Near Eastern materials with regard to the text at hand. There is,
at this point, no evidence that the poet of Job was doing anything but utilizing recognizable and
understandable terminology of his time. The existence of a king of the underworld in other
literatures does not necessarily indicate that this figure must have been derived from a single
source—whether this be the Ugaritic Mot or any other comparable figure. The Israelites—and
thereby, the poet of Job—were part of the ancient Near Eastern thought world in which Death was
personified, considered to be a voracious entity, and in which there was a ruler over the
netherworld. Thus, personified Death in Job, though admittedly could have been derived from the
Ugaritic deity Mot, could have also quite naturally emerged within the ancient Israelite milieu.
Consequently, there seems to be a clear personification of Death in Job 18, but there is no certain
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evidence that this persona is borrowed from the Canaanites or alludes to this exact Ugaritic deity
who is never called a “king.” Since the apparent epithet “King of Terrors” has yet to be found in
the Ugarit corpus of literature, a direct alignment with Mot is uncertain, though possible.
It is safe to say, however, that the “King of Terrors” is at least a reference to Death
personified, as is Death in the epithet “Firstborn of Death.” It may be that the author personifies
Death as the King of Terrors, and the Firstborn of Death functions as Death’s agent in transferring
entities into the netherworld through consumption. Amos Hakham suggests that the Firstborn of
Death may in fact be, “הראשון והעלון שבמלאכי מוות.”508 This understanding accommodates the
personification of Death by carefully examining Bildad’s comments alongside the ancient Near
Eastern imagery, as well as harmonizes with Bildad’s repeated insinuations regarding the fate of
the wicked in chapter 18—namely, the wicked will suffer a harrowing death.

4.5 Terror Resides in the Wicked’s Estates—vv. 15
At this point, Bildad departs from the theme of the wicked’s destruction ending in death
and redirects attention to a former motif concerning the tent of the wicked. The misfortune that
besieges the dwelling place of the wicked is quite a common theme in Bildad’s speeches as well
as by Job’s other companions.509 Bildad recently mentions the futility of the tent of the wicked in
v. 14 in an attempt to convey their lack of security in their habitation. In v. 15, the tent reappears
in an unfavorable context.

However, the reference to the tent emerges in the midst of such

challenging language that it is difficult to deduce the misfortune being suggested. Indeed, the only
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conveniently understood, and agreed upon, aspect of v. 14a (לֹו- ) ִת ְשכֹון בְ אָׁ הֳלֹו ִמבְ לִ יrelates to some
kind of adverse situation afflicting the tent of the wicked.
It is commonly recognized that the core of the difficulty of v. 14a lies in the troublesome
phrase לֹו- ִמ ְבלִ י. Commentators have generally acknowledged this phrase as problematic and noted
its inability to serve as the subject of the verb ת ְשכֹון,
ִ which is evidently in need of a third person
feminine singular subject. Ball suggests that the night demon  לִ ילִ יתshould be read based upon
semantic parallels between Job 18:15 and Isaiah 34, as well as the Old Greek reading ἐν νυκτὶ
αὐτοῦ.510 It is immediately evident that the appeal to the context of Isaiah 34 is the more persuasive
argument. It is reasonable to appeal to a context in which  ּגָׁפְ ִריתappears (Isa 34:9),  ָׁנוֶה, a semantic
parallel to אֹ הֶ ל, is used (Isa 34:15), and  לִ ילִ יתsurfaces (Isa 34:14).511 However, the appeal to the
Old Greek is problematic being that it is based upon the Greek translator’s misunderstanding the
Hebrew appellative  לִ ילִ יתas the phrase “his (i.e. the wicked’s) night” )(בְ לֵילֹו. Additionally, the
Greek preposition ἐν only accounts for the Hebrew preposition  ְבand not — ִמןwhich is
unaccounted for in the Greek. Lastly, though the possessive pronoun  ֹוof  בְ לֵילֹוcan easily be
explained as a confusion with a י, it is more difficult to resolve the reason for the  תof the proposed
 לִ ילִ יתwhich does not appear in the Masoretic Text. The proposal to read  לִ ילִ יתis best argued on
contextual grounds based upon its close proximity to the Firstborn of Death and the King of
Terrors. This being said, the explanation for  לִ ילִ יתbreaks down when striving to make sense out
of how the text arrived at its current form, despite presenting interesting rhetorical parallels with
Isaiah 34, and its closeness to other personified entities in Job 18:13-14.
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Other commentators have strived to make sense of the current form of the text on
philological grounds. Currently, the most influential philological approach to v. 15a is Dahood’s
proposal introduced nearly 60 years ago.512 Dahood claims that the Hebrew text is consonantally
sound and contends that making sense of the text is simply an issue of shifting consonants and
vocalization. According to Dahood, the Hebrew consonants  מבליcontain a Hebrew equivalent of
the Akkadian nablu and Ugaritic nblat, bearing the significance of “fire, flames.” In this view,
the word  לֹוis attached to the following word ( )יְ זֹ ֶרהas a lamed of emphasis. This realignment
renders v. 15a “Fire [mabbēl] is set in his tent,” which would correspond with Zophar’s previous
statement, ( ת ְשכֵן ְבאֹ הָׁ לֶיָך עוְ לָׁה11:14). Dahood asserts that this philological explanation also clarifies
the feminine singular verb ()ת ְשכֹון
ִ because comparable words for fire are feminine in both
Akkadian (išātu) and Ugaritic (nblat). The fact that the corresponding Hebrew word for the
proposed mabbēl “fire” ( )אֵ שaccompanies brimstone ( )ּגָׁפְ ִריתin several places in the Bible (i.e. Gen
19:24; Ezek 38:22; Ps 11:6), provides further support, according to Dahood, for this explanation.
Many modern commentators, considering the Hebrew phrase לֹו- ִמבְ לִ יto be meaningless in this
context, have followed Dahood’s proposition of introducing the word mabbēl to mean “fire” to
parallel “brimstone,” and consider this a reasonable solution to the present quandary.513
Notwithstanding, there have been some challenges to Dahood’s conclusion in more recent
years. Initially, one potentially problematic issue is Dahood’s introduction of a hapax legomenon
to solve this problem. Even if the word mabbēl were to exist in Biblical Hebrew, it would not
necessarily assume the exact meaning of related words in other Semitic languages, nor would it
unquestionably be the same gender. Additionally, Dahood’s conclusions are a bit puzzling in that
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he does not fully explain the text at hand. It is not completely clear what Dahood suggests doing
with the  יof the word מ ְבלִ י,
ִ nor does he explain the  וof the word לֹו.514 Dahood’s proposal is
admirable in that is strives to deal with the consonantal text, which he himself concedes is
established through the versions, yet ultimately fails to account for all of its content.
As acknowledged by Dahood, there is indeed evidence for the Masoretic text—which is
clearly the lectio difficilior—throughout the versions. For instance, the Targum renders  ִמבְ לִ י לֹוas
מדליתה ליה, a translation akin to “without it for him,” which suggests the existence of a Vorlage
that was similar to the MT. Additionally, though the Old Greek reading ἐν νυκτὶ αὐτοῦ is
problematic, Theodotion’s translation κατασκηνώσει ἐν τῇ σκηνῇ αὐτοῦ ἀνυπαρξία “in his tent
dwells non-existence,”515 attests to a reading similar to the MT and the Targum.
Though admittedly still difficult, further light might be shed on this phrase by appealing to
other similarly terse statements in this Bible which negate possession.

For example, a

corresponding negative statement in which there is a proposition followed by a word of negation
and then a possessive pronoun preceded by a lamed appears in the whirlwind speeches. In Job
39:16, God says of a certain bird that, “She treats her young ones harshly (as if) they were not
hers” (לָׁה-) ִהקְ ִשיח בָׁ נֶיהָׁ לְ ל ֹא. There is further evidence of a comparable negation of possession in Hab
2:6. In a proclamation against the king of Babylon the prophet states, “Woe to the one who
increases things that are not his” (לֹו-(הֹוי המ ְרבֶ ה ל ֹא. Though this particular phrase is lacking the
preposition prior to the word of negation which appears in both Job 18:15 and 39:16, it possesses
the other elements of the negation and evidently serves the same function in its context. Based
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upon these data, it seems that the difficult phrase  ִמ ְבלִ י לֹוcan be understood as another manner of
communicating “nothing of his.”516
At this point it is imperative to make sense of the seemingly anomalous usage of the
feminine singular  ִת ְשכֹוןin v. 15a. The mentioning of  בלָׁהֹותin the preceding line suggests the
thought of retributive justice being carried out by invoking tremendous fear upon the wicked. As
mentioned above, this imagery was previously broached by Eliphaz in 15:21, 24. Bildad touches
on this same motif in 18:11 and intensifies it by using entrapment imagery to depict the wicked
ultimately meeting their demise. Therefore, it is not surprising that Bildad eventually describes
the wicked’s encounter with the King of Terrors in v. 14 as the culmination of their horrid fate.
This considered, v. 15a is a natural continuation of the theme of terror frightening the wicked. Yet
at this point, Bildad combines two of the retributive justice themes of his speeches –that of the
misfortune upon the dwelling place (see i.e., 8:22)517 of the wicked, and their endless state of
intense fear. Bildad depicts terror, one of the  בלָׁהֹותfrom vv. 11 recalled in v. 14, infiltrating the
life of the wicked in every aspect, and taking up residence ()ת ְשכֹון
ִ in their habitation.
According to Bildad, as opposed to the customary possessions in the house of the
righteous, terror dwells in the wicked’s tents and none of their possession are left. This barrenness
is caused by the spewing of sulfur over the property of the wicked as set forth in the next line. The
casting of sulfur upon the land necessarily renders it infertile. 518 Sulfur is also used in divine
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destruction and judgment in the Bible,519 which implies that Bildad suggests that God is
responsible for the retribution he proposes.

4.6 Eradication of the Wicked’s Progeny—vv. 16-17, 19
As a conclusive portrayal of the outcome of wickedness, Bildad vows decisive punishments
upon the impious and their offspring. The idea that the progeny of the wicked suffer for the
transgression of their parents is a motif indirectly broached by Eliphaz in 4:11 upon mentioning
the potential loss of the lioness’ cubs. Bildad refers to the demise of Job’s children in his prior
speech (8:3), but now he expounds upon what he may have been formerly insinuating. The lineage
of the wicked suffers affliction because of the depravity of their iniquitous predecessors.
4.6.1 “His Roots will Dry up”—v. 16
In v. 16, Bildad reintroduces botanic imagery to underscore the death of the wicked.
Bildad initially used botanic imagery in 8:11-14, 16-19, to distinguish between the pious and the
impious. Job subsequently takes up this imagery and alludes to the withering plant as a metaphor
for the brevity of human life (14:7-14). In this second speech, Bildad amplifies the botanic
metaphor above and beyond both how he and Job use the analogy. Read in context (vv. 16-17,
19), Bildad’s claim becomes evident—the wicked are banished from the world, with no hope for
progeny.
Bildad’s claim that the roots of the wicked will dry up from below ( ) ִמתחת שָׁ ָׁרשָׁ יו יִ בָׁ שּוis, for
all intents and purposes, a response to Job’s hope for the tree (14:7). Job previously maintained
that, unlike human beings, a tree could be restored if sufficient water were to reach its stump (14:7-
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12).520 In 18:16, Bildad uses this same imagery to point out that dry roots indicate a dead tree.
Lack of water to the roots below indicates withered branches above (521)ּוממעל יִ מל קְ צִ ירֹו.
ִ
Bildad
dismisses Job’s suggestion of the possibility for renewed growth for a tree whose roots have dried
out and renders the tree with no life source—dead.522 The depiction of the destruction of the plant
stemming from its deepest parts all the way through its utmost branches is a merism523 through
which Bildad depicts the complete eradication of the wicked.524 Bildad’s idiom of the utterly
destroyed plant as retribution upon the impious is familiar in biblical literature in contexts where
God executes judgment (e.g., Amos 2:9 and Hos 9:16), thereby coinciding with the just retribution
idea that the wicked suffer divine castigation.
As with Eliphaz’s usage of botanic imagery in 15:32-33, some commentators have noted
that in v. 16 Bildad suggests the eradication of the children of the wicked. Hakham, for example,
notes the immediate context of Bildad’s tree metaphor and states, “  ולא, הוא וכול צאצאיו,הרשע יישמד
 כמו שאומר הפסוק שלאחר כך.יישאר לו זכר.”525 Clines also recognizes the context of this passage and
understands the branches of the wicked to refer to offspring. Clines asserts that “it is not the
wicked man himself who is here destroyed…but his family and possessions (a similar thought
more prosaically in v. 19).”526 This is certainly a plausible reading, though the verse is not without
ambiguity. Regardless of whether one considers Bildad’s assertion in v. 18 to refer to the wicked
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proper, or the beginning of an allusion to the wicked’s descendants continued in vv. 17, 19,
ultimately both the wicked and their progeny suffer the consequences of their unrighteousness.
4.6.2 No Name, No Progeny: No Lineage for the Wicked—vv. 17, 19
The idea that the roots and/or branches of v. 16 resemble the children of the impious is
particularly strengthened when it is read together with vv. 17 and 19. In v. 17, Bildad asserts that
the wicked have no place upon the earth as their memory perishes (אָׁ ֶרץ-אָׁ בד ִמּנִ י-)זִכְ רֹו. The
subsequent parallel statement confirms the judgment of obliteration upon the impious and their
lineage by straightforwardly declaring that the name of the wicked will be removed from the face
of the earth (חּוץ-פְ נֵי-שֵ ם לֹו על-527)וְ ל ֹא. Though children are not explicitly mentioned in this curse,
the reference to the memory of the wicked as well as their name certainly implies the future lineage
of the impious. This insinuation is clarified in v. 19 where Bildad unequivocally proclaims that
the wicked have no descendants among their people ( ֶנכֶד בְ עמֹו ל ֹא נִ ין לֹו-)וְ ל ֹא. The fate of the progeny
of the wicked emerges in 19b where the children of the wicked are included in the destruction that
comes upon the dwelling place of the wicked. In the house of the wicked person, there are no
survivors (גּוריו
ָׁ )וְ אֵ ין שָׁ ִריד ִב ְמ.528
4.6.2.1 Progeny as a Problem in the Bible
The dread of the fate presented in vv. 17, 19 is especially understood when considered in
the wider biblical context. Two great calamities of life in biblical thought are perishing without
descendants529 and the obliteration of one’s name so as not to be remembered by future
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generations.530 In the Bible, a person who has a good name is a respectable figure. 531 Hence,
striving for the continuation of honor within the community through the preservation of an
honorable offspring that could perpetuate the family name proved to be a noble goal. For instance,
the biblical narratives of Abraham, Samson, and the conception of Samuel, all prominently feature
a concern for a lack of progeny,532 and the resulting desperation associated with the inability to
procreate.
If one were to have one’s name removed, or the memory of an individual were to perish,
they would leave no positive impression upon their community. Thus, the forgotten person
ostensibly lived a life lacking worth, devoid of future hope, and would unavoidably fade into
obscurity.533 In this manner, people who are deprived of progeny, and consequently no lasting
memory, suffer a dreadful judgment in the world of the Bible.534 Concerning one’s memorial in
the Bible, Clines states:
Rulers who have inscriptions engraved with accounts of their exploits ensure that
their ‘memorial’ or memory of them will endure (cf. 2 Sam 18:18; Isa 56:5)…The
levirate marriage…is represented as a “raising up” or perpetuating of the “name”
of a dead man, by creating a legal line of descendants for him (Deut 25:7). To
destroy one’s memorial ( )זכרis to destroy one’s post mortem existence…and so to
render a person as if that one had never been. For this reason, cutting off the
“memorial” or “mention” of an enemy is a means of his destruction (Ex 17:14,
Deut 25:19 32:26 Isa 26:14, Psa 9:7 (6), 34:17 (16), 9:15, 112:6)…it is the
destruction of his progeny and possessions that annihilates the “memory” or
“name” of the wicked. They do not perish automatically when he dies; but the
effects of his wickedness reach beyond himself and involve the whole of his
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family…It is a greater bitterness by far to know before one’s own death that one’s
posterity has been destroyed.535
Understood in their biblical context, Bildad’s words are a harsh invective against those
who do not honor God. It is an assertion that they will be completely wiped out of history as if
they were the enemies of God.536 Wilson adds that “within Israel’s theological understanding,
they considered descendants and a continued line to be the blessing of God. To be cut off without
a descendant was to be cursed or punished by God himself.”537 In addition to this, Bildad’s
comments in vv. 17, 19 ostensibly reference Job’s bereavement of his own children. Bildad seems
to be suggesting that Job’s current situation with no offspring, descendant, or survivor—precisely
that which was exceedingly dreaded by the ancient Israelites—is a manifestation of divine
repudiation.538
4.6.2.2 Progeny as a Problem in Ugaritic Epics
The twin tragedy of perishing without descendants and a vanishing memory transcends the
Bible and is evident in other ancient Near Eastern literature. This phenomenon reflects a similar
concern for progeny in extra-biblical ancient Near Eastern cultures. John Walton remarks that in
the ancient Near East, “the hope for the future on the earth was tied to making a name, either
through exploits of renown, building projects that would endure, or, most importantly, by siring
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the next generation.”539 Two Ugaritic texts, The Epic of Kirta540 and The Epic of Aqhat,541 are
both predominantly concerned with the continuation of the protagonist’s family line. 542 These
epics present comparable scenarios to the biblical accounts in which the absence of progeny is
recognized as such a great misfortune that the protagonist is forced to grapple with the reproach of
childlessness by ultimately taking action.
4.6.2.2.1 Epic of Kirta
In the Epic of Kirta,543 Kirta, king of the Beit Huburu, is bereaved of his wife and eight
children.544 Greenstein summarizes the dilemma concerning the lack of progeny that emerges at
this juncture of the story and how it relates to Job:
A king is bereft of family, his dynasty threatened with extinction. That is, as
scholars often remark, a concern endemic to dynasty kingship. This disaster is
described step by step, like the fateful series of announcements to Job that his estate
and children have been destroyed. And just as the name Job (ʼIyyōb) is interpreted
in the biblical text in the light of his situation—as the apparent ‘enemy’ (ʼōyēb) of
God (see Job 13:24)—the name Kirta would seem to be played upon according to
a Semitic derivation: The man ‘cut off’ (karūtu or karītu) from progeny.545
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The death of Kirta’s children leaves Kirta desperate for a son and heir.546 Only through
producing offspring would Kirta be able to continue his monarchic and family lines. The
extermination of his royal and family line would have been the most unfavorable outcome of
Kirta’s life. Kirta’s despondent situation is presented in the following manner:
krt . ḥtkn . rš /
krt . grdš . mknt

Kirta—his progeny ruined!
Kirta—his line is sundered!
Tablet 1, Col. 1, lines 10-11

yʻn . ḥtkh / krt
yʻn . ḥtkh rš /
mid . grdš . ṯbth /

He sees his progeny, Kirta,
He sees his progeny ruined,
His dynasty utterly sundered.

wbklhn . špḥ . yitbd /
wb . pḫyrh . yrṯ /

So all his descendants have perished,
In sum, the lot of his heirs.
Tablet 1, Col. I, lines 21-25547

The divine realm indeed acknowledges Kirta’s mournful supplication. El descends in a
dream and inquires regarding his anguish. Kirta responds to El’s concern and communicates that
he longs for offspring more than anything in the world:
wyqrb / bšal . krt .
mat / krt . kybky /
ydmʻ . nʻmn . ǵlm / il.

Now El approached, asking Kirta:
“What ails Kirta, that he cries?
That he weeps, the Pleasant, Lad of El?
Tablet 1, Col. I, lines 37-41
(Kirta responds):

[tn . ] bnm . aqny /
[tn . ṯa]rm . amid /

[Let] me procreate sons!
[Let] me produce a brood!
Tablet 1, Col. II, lines 4-5548
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Further in the story, Kirta petitions the hand of his future wife, Lady Huraya, from her
father, King Pabuli of Udum. Upon sending two messengers to King Pabuli for Huraya’s hand in
marriage, Kirta spells out the chief reason for desiring to marry. Kirta wants a wife:
wld . špḥ . lkr/t .
wǵlm . lʻbd / il .

Who will bear a child for Kirta,
A lad for the Servant of El.
Tablet 2, Col., VI, lines 33-35549

Upon marrying Huraya, Kirta actualizes his longing for descendants by having eight
children.

Nevertheless, Kirta consequently falls severely ill because he departs from the

instructions of the god El and makes a vow to the goddess Asherah. However, Ashera inflicts
Kirta with a fatal sickness because he forgets to fulfill his vow to her. This affliction is also
reflected in the natural world through a drought. Kirta eventually recovers from his illness with
the help of El who creates a female golem with the ability to remove Kirta’s disease.
At this point, Kirta returns to his throne, but the drama in not quite complete. In an ironic
turn, Kirta’s eldest son, the progeny whom he had so earnestly sought, plans to depose his father
from his throne, unaware that he had been healed. This compels Kirta to invoke a curse upon his
overambitious son.550 Despite the ironic ending, the Ugaritic Epic of Kirta portrays the unfortunate
nature of a situation in which not having offspring to perpetuate the family lineage and name would
have been disastrous. This ultimately drove King Kirta to action so as to avoid a deplorable status.
4.6.2.2.2 Epic of Aqhat
The same type of desperate situation emerges at the beginning of the Epic of Aqhat in which
the protagonist, Daniel,551 is devoid of offspring. The story begins with the childless Daniel
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steadfastly performing rituals. Daniel carries out these rituals for six days before Baal appears on
the seventh. Baal responds to Daniel’s rituals by invoking El to bless Daniel with a son. Baal
points out that Daniel’s precarious situation is a result of his inability to engender offspring as is
typically expected of men. Baal’s petition to El on behalf of Daniel highlights Daniel’s adherence
and persistence in performing rituals (Tablet 1, Col. I, lines 18-22). Baal then reveals the reasons
for which he petitions El for offspring on behalf of Daniel:
nṣb.skn.ilibh
bqdš/ztr.ʻmh.
larṣ.mšṣu.qṭrh/
lʻpr.ḏmr.aṯrh.
ṭbq.lḥt/niṣh.
grš.d.ʻšy.lnh/
aḫd.ydh.bškrn.
mʻmsh/[k]šbʻ yn.
spu.ksmh.bt.bʻl/
[w]mnth.bt.il.
ṭḫ.ggh.bym/[ti]ṭ.
rḥṣ.npṣh.bym.rṯ/

To set up his Ancestor’s stela,
The sign of his Sib in the sanctuary;
To rescue his smoke from the Underworld,
To protect his steps from the Dust;
To stop his abusers’ spite,
To drive his troublers away;
To grasp his arm when he’s drunk,
To support him when sated with wine;
To eat his portion in Baal’s house,
His share in the house of El;
To daub his roof when there’s [mu]d,
To wash his stuff when there’s dirt.
Tablet 1, Col. I, lines 26-33552

The reasons given by Baal are essentially practical, yet vital, responsibilities of offspring
(i.e., honor their ancestors, domestic protection, maintain family property, etc.). Daniel lacks a
son to perform these duties, unlike his brothers who all have families El is sympathetic to Daniel
and grants Baal’s petition to give Daniel a son. El proclaims that he grants Daniel a son for the
same reasons Baal communicated (Tablet 1, Col. I, lines 44-48)553—to fulfill the essential duties
of a son.
Daniel receives the good news that he would have a child and no longer be deprived of the
offspring from which his siblings and fellows benefit. Daniel is then told that he would beget a
552
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descendant to fulfill the same practical duties initially communicated by Baal, and reinforced by
El (Tablet 1, Col. II, lines 1-8).554 Daniel joyously receives the announcement and breaks into
laughter. He then reflects upon the message just announced to him and rejoices that he will be like
his siblings and peers who have progeny. He too will have a successor who will fulfill the practical
responsibilities of an heir (Tablet 1, Col. II, lines 16-23).555
Daniel’s persistence in carrying out rituals at the beginning of the epic demonstrates his
awareness of the abnormal nature of his situation, his profound aspiration to possess an heir like
his peers, and hence, his need to invoke the divine. The repetition of Daniel’s eagerness and “need”
to reproduce to be like his siblings and fellows presents Daniel’s lack of progeny as an aberrant
family situation. Additionally, the reiteration of the practical responsibilities of an heir four times
alludes to the great hardship that would be brought upon Daniel were he not to bear progeny.
Seeing how a lack of progeny was a deep concern in the Ugaritic epics of Kirta and Aqhat
sheds light on how commonplace this issue was in the ancient Near Eastern thought world and
how a lack of offspring was perceived as a threat to perpetuating one’s name and memory in the
world of the Bible.556 More pointedly, these epics provide a backdrop to discern the severity of
Bildad’s comments in Job 18:17, 19. By asserting that the wicked would have no progeny, and
thereby no memory or name, Bildad is playing on one of the greatest personal fears of the Israelites
and their ancient Near Eastern neighbors.557
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4.7 Making an Example of the Wicked—vv. 20-21
Through Bildad’s speech he emphasizes the extensive nature of the retributive
consequences of wickedness beyond simply affecting the wicked. Bildad has claimed that not
only does the impiety of the wicked bring about their demise, but it also affects their children—
and even, as just noted above, their potential to engender a lineage. The motif of one’s wickedness
having consequences for others continues in v. 21, in which Bildad relates that the fate of the
wicked is an ubiquitous model of disgrace. The wicked serve as a public example to those who
see their fate, casting horror upon the world. All those aware of the destruction of the wicked,
including those from the most distant recesses of the earth, must take heed so as never to be
branded a “forgetter of God.”
The public humiliation of the wicked is presented through a merism in v. 20 depicting all
of the inhabitants of the world through two contrasting populations (וְ ק ְדמֹ נִ ים...)אחֲרֹ נִ ים. Both of these
directional words558 are used substantively and modify the verbs in their respective lines
suggesting that they refer to people (i.e. Easterners, Westerners). It is difficult to ascertain which,
if any, specific geographical areas the poet may have been striving to portray. 559 Nevertheless, the
context indicates that people from all over are appalled at the “day” of the wicked ( יֹומֹו נָׁשמּו-)על.
“His day” ( )יֹומֹוplainly designates an appointed time in which the wicked will inevitably suffer
their due punishment resulting from their wickedness.560
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The crux of what Bildad declares lies in the idea that the wicked do not fade away
unnoticed. God makes an example out of the wicked on the occasion of their “day,” in which they
not only meet their fate, but do so in a highly visible manner.561 The sentiment of horror which
overcomes spectators ( )אָׁ חֲזּו שָׁ ערfrom far and wide is in response to witnessing the wicked’s tragic
fate. The world’s inhabitants publically witnessing the fateful day of the wicked demonstrates the
validity of the law of retribution and that it is indeed functional.562 Observing divine retributive
justice in action serves as a universally ominous warning to those who might consider the ways of
the wicked.
Resuming his personal stance on the outcome of wickedness in v. 21,563 Bildad concludes
his speech through a symbolic reference to the dwelling place of the wicked (אֵ לֶה ִמ ְשכְ נֹות עּוָׁל-)אְך.
Following the public judgment upon the wicked in v. 20, it is unlikely that Bildad is referring to
the literal house of the wicked. Rather, Bildad’s allusion to the place of the wicked is intended to
emphasize their moral condition and not their actual physical location (אֵ ל-יָׁדע-)וְ זֶה ְמקֹום ל ֹא. With
this in mind, Bildad closes by addressing the final designation of the wicked in terms of whether
or not they know God. Not knowing God, according to Bildad, demonstrates the impious’
insistence upon rejecting God, and therefore, their rightfully suffering the consequences of their
misdeeds.564
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4.8 Summary
In chapter 18 Bildad resumes the theme of vengeance upon the wicked, asserting
essentially the same conclusions regarding just retribution as had Eliphaz in chapter 15. Despite
the hackneyed theology, Bildad expresses the doctrine of just retribution through several distinct
ploys throughout his second speech. Initially, Bildad focuses on the dichotomy between light and
darkness, a concept which emerges in other biblical and ancient Near Eastern literature, as
reference points for life and death. Bildad’s suggestion is clear—those whose light is extinguished
are the wicked, who die as a result of their iniquity.
Bildad extends his explanation of the fate of the wicked to incorporate the wicked en route.
By using imagery that is familiar in biblical wisdom literature and the Psalms, the wicked are
depicted as perpetually falling prey to their own schemes, which eventually results in their own
demise. Hartley notes that this rhetoric seems to be directed at Job and states that it is “evident
that Bildad thinks that Job has traveled a long way down this path, for he is tormented by
apprehensive fears and all his offspring have died. But [Bildad] is also warning Job that although
his pain is now great, the path on which he is traveling will result in a more horrible fate.”565
Despite Job’s not deserving to be characterized as a wicked person,566 it appears as though Bildad
parallels Job’s experiences with those of the wicked so as to dissuade Job from his current path.567
Nevertheless, Bildad’s rhetorical strategy transcends the verbiage of simply another trite
warning already proffered in the other speeches. Bildad apparently makes no allowance for Job
being righteous. Though it may be true that “Bildad’s point is not that Job is the quintessential
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wicked man,”568 Bildad does suggest that Job has persisted in his iniquity to the point where “one
has a feeling that he has given up on the likelihood that Job might be the pious man that Bildad
had earlier characterized (8:16-22).”569 Seow further notes that in his portrayal of the fate of the
wicked, Bildad “paints an extremely bleak picture of the place of the wicked, perhaps in the hope
that Job might respond properly.”570
Perhaps Bildad does hope Job will respond in penitence, yet Bildad’s lack of an appeal to
reconcile with God, encouragement to plead for mercy, or to heed to Bildad’s advice, 571 suggests
that Bildad is content with letting Job remain in his condition. Habel rightly notes, that “(t)here is
no longer any appeal to be blameless or any promise of restoration as in his previous discourse
(ch. 8). The mood of Bildad has changed from being positive but defensive to being negative and
condemnatory.”572 This insight leads the reader to consider that Bildad’s usage of imagery,
metaphors, and merisms to condemn the wicked in chapter 18 might be his way of asserting that
Job “is an evil and godless man.”573
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5 “The Destitute, the Dispossessed, and the Dead”—Zophar in Job
20:4-29
5.1

Introduction—vv. 1-4
Bildad’s harsh invective against the wicked in his second speech proved worthless in

consoling Job. Still grieving, still virtuous—and hence, still honest—Job speaks out against his
companions’ insinuations/accusations during his brief, yet passionate, response in chapter 19. Job
recognizes that his friends are blaming him for his circumstances as opposed to comforting him in
his circumstances. This, of course, is as a result of the conclusions of their retributive justice
paradigm, which Job contends does not apply to his situation. Hence, Job has felt insulted because
of his companions’ determination to promote a philosophical approach that contributes no
appropriate solution to his dilemma.574
Therefore, Job appeals to his friends for compassion in chapter 19. He pleads that they
have mercy upon him and, while consistent in maintaining his uprightness (19:6-13, and especially
v. 21), insists that God is indeed responsible for his suffering. Nevertheless, Job’s companions are
guilty of exalting themselves, attacking him, tormenting his soul, crushing him with their words,
and pursuing him as though they were themselves God (19:2-5, 22). Job communicates that if his
friends insist upon pursuing him, and thereby perverting justice, they themselves should fear the
sword (19:28-29).
5.1.1 Zophar: Job’s Agitated Companion—vv. 1-3
Zophar, clearly disturbed by these remarks, appears offended575 at Job discrediting his
wisdom. Zophar seems threatened by Job’s criticism of the system of just retribution, upon which
he relies for his peace of mind concerning divine activity in the world order.576 Ironically, Zophar
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sarcastically577 counters Job’s plea for mercy with a diatribe that focuses exclusively upon the
judgment of the wicked and offers no appeal for repentance.578 Throughout his speech Zophar
makes various rhetorical connections between Job’s current situation and the punishment of the
wicked. This leaves little double that he considers Job among the impious, moving toward the
same fate of the treacherous wicked described in chapter 20.579 Hakham rightly states that Zophar
asserts in accordance with traditional wisdom: “That which has come upon Job has, and always
will be, the fate of the wicked.580 Zophar is prepared to support the traditional claim to wisdom
and intends to present a sagacious response to Job’s remarks.581
5.1.2 Traditional Appeal to Traditional Wisdom—v. 4
The initial step Zophar takes in order to demonstrate to Job that he is indeed wise is a
straightforward appeal to traditional wisdom. In appealing to the primordial source of his teaching,
Zophar follows the lead of Bildad (8:8-10) and Eliphaz (15:10, 18-19).582 Zophar establishes his
competence to speak on the matter of retribution by candidly asking Job a rhetorical question.
“Job,” Zophar inquires, “didn’t you know that from perpetuity, from the placing of humankind
upon the earth…?”583 Through this question, Zophar amplifies the claims of his colleagues. He
does not simply say that his knowledge goes back to the ancestors, as Bildad and Eliphaz suggest.
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Rather, Zophar invokes language reminiscent of the creation narrative584 and Deut 4:32585 to
suggest that his knowledge goes back to the beginning of human existence.586 Through this
rhetoric, Zophar reminds Job of the veritable truth concerning his condition that he must heed—
as far back as one can go in time, the retribution upon the wicked has been a fundamental part of
the world order.587 In this manner Zophar can claim a sort of expertise assuring the truthfulness
of that which he affirms to be the fate of the wicked.
5.1.3 Ancient Near Eastern Affiliation
As noted above, the theological content of Zophar’s speech is similar to his friends’
doctrine of divine retribution. Since Zophar is the last of the three to dedicate a significant portion
of his speech to the tragic fate of the wicked based upon traditional wisdom as the source of
knowledge and authority, it is only natural that there would be harmony in thought, language, and
imagery. In fact, Zophar’s theological outlook is not unlike other sections of the Bible in which
retribution upon the wicked and disobedient is a prevalent theme (e.g., Psalms and Proverbs).
Zophar’s speech is unique because of the way the imagery conspicuously fits into an
ancient Near Eastern literary context.

In particular, Zophar uses imagery that, while not

completely foreign to the biblical text, expressly corresponds to the ancient Near Eastern literary
context in a way that sheds light upon how the concept of just retribution may have been
understood in Job and the ancient Near Eastern cognitive environment. The similarities between
Zophar’s imagery and rhetoric and that of other ancient Near Eastern compositions—especially,
the Instructions of Amenemope, are so striking that they can hardly be overlooked. This is
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especially so where the similarities pertain to the consequences of the wicked’s attempt to obtain
and retain ill-gotten gain.
Accordingly, there are two objectives to this chapter. First, Zophar’s speech will be
analyzed within the contexts of the dialogues of Job and the wider biblical context. This will be
accomplished by means of observing the theological points made through imagery and pointing
out other sections of the Bible that assist in understanding the doctrine of retribution portrayed
through imagery. Second, Zophar’s speech will be examined in light of other ancient Near Eastern
literature by paying close attention to how these compositions use similar imagery to relate their
main points. This chapter will then conclude with suggestions concerning how to read Zophar’s
speech in the light of comparable imagery from ancient Near Eastern compositions that express
retribution theology.

5.2 Ill-Gotten Gain and its Consequences in Job
5.2.1 Job: The Exploitation of the Weak/Poor—vv. 5, 10, 19
In v. 4, Zophar concludes his introductory remarks by caustically, asking Job if he were
aware of the teachings of traditional wisdom. In the second half of this rhetorical question (v. 5),
Zophar asserts in two parallel statements that the joy of the wicked is but temporary (כִ י ִרנְ נת
רגע-י
ָׁ ֵ ִמקָׁ רֹוב וְ ִש ְמחת חָׁ נֵף עֲד588)רשָׁ עִ ים.
ְ 589 Zophar does not explicitly state from where the wicked derive
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their short-lived merriment at this point, but a clue concerning why and how the wicked experience
pseudo-happiness emerges in v. 10.
The progeny of the wicked, according to Zophar (v. 10a), are eventually responsible for
repaying the poor ( דלִ ים590)בָׁ נָׁיו יְ רצּו. That which is repaid is not yet mentioned, but what is implied
is the conduct of the wicked affecting subsequent generations as noted by Bildad in 18:16-17, 19.
The parallel statement in v. 10b declares that the wicked’s hands return their own wealth ( 591וְ יָׁדָׁ יו
)תָׁ שֵ ְבנָׁה אֹונֹו, presumably to the poor. Thus Zophar asserts that the wicked cannot impart their riches
to their posterity,592 but rather, in a humiliating act conceding invalid ownership over their
possessions, the irreligious and subsequent generations become enslaved to the exploited poor
until they make restitution for the riches they unjustly attained.593
The reason for this punishment is directly stated in v. 19 where the metaphors desist,594 and
it is unequivocally revealed that the wicked acquire their wealth by corrupt means. The wicked
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oppress and abandon the poor (רצץ ָׁעזב דלִ ים-י
ִ ִ)כ, having no mercy upon the impoverished,595
through which they obtain ill-gotten gain. The wicked violently seize other people’s property
((ביִ ת ּגָׁזל וְ ל ֹא יִ ְבנֵהּו, taking possession of unlawful wealth by means of thievery, and leaving their
victims in a state of poverty. This is a grave sin according to Zophar, and thus the consequence of
the wicked attaining ill-gotten gain by corrupt means finds expression in their inability build up
their “stolen house”596 and pass their riches on to their progeny. As Habel states, according to
Zophar, “the touchstone of true ‘evil’ is oppression of the weak (v. 19).”597 Contrary to the wicked
passing along their ill-gotten gain to their offspring, Zophar asserts that those whom the wicked
have victimized and forced into poverty are rightfully recompensed by the wicked and their
children.598
This idea of the impious’ progeny being deprived of assets as a result of their parents’
unrighteousness is a common retribution theme and is alluded to in Job in a number of texts.599
Initially, Eliphaz implies this concept in 4:10, where the cubs of the lioness are scattered without
a parental provider. In this same speech Eliphaz elaborates upon the consequences of the life of
a fool ([ אֱ וִ יל5:3]) and not only notes that the fool’s children have no protection from potential
abusers, but that the fool’s possessions are sought by others (5:4-5). This motif continues in 15:29,
where Eliphaz asserts that the riches of the wicked will not increase.600 Hence, Eliphaz suggests
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that the impious cannot maintain their ill-gotten gain and cannot consequently bestow it to the next
generation.
The theme relating to the impious and their fleeting wealth is prominent in Proverbs as
well. In Proverbs, those who take advantage of the poor for illicit gain ironically end up in poverty
(Prov 22:16). In contrast to the villain, the righteous person is concerned with the rights of the
poor while the wicked ( ( ָׁרשָׁ עhave no such understanding of or interest in the weak (Prov 29:7).
Those who give to the poor are the ones who experience true prosperity ( )נֹותֵ ן ל ָָׁׁרש אֵ ין מחְ סֹורwhile
those who ignore their distress are cursed (Prov 28:27). In Proverbs, concern for the impoverished
engenders blessing, whereas those who ignore the destitute eventually become one of them.
5.2.2 Job: The Imagery of Swallowing—vv. 12-18, 20-21a
5.2.2.1 The Situation Turns Sour—vv. 12-14
As the wicked insist on perpetuating their misdeeds, they revel in their wickedness, which
seems to be sweet in their mouths )ת ְמ ִתיק בְ פִ יו ָׁרעָׁה-(אם.
ִ
The impious take pleasure in their
immorality by metaphorically savoring it under their tongues 601 ( )יכְ חִ ידֶ ּנָׁה תחת לְ שֹ נֹוas if it were a
delicious morsel of food. This imagery of eating related to the wicked taking pleasure in their
misdeeds recalls Eliphaz’s comment in 15:27 in which he depicts the wicked as overindulgent and
bloated, covering their sinews with fat. As noted in chapter 3, the overweight and wicked person
is properly understood as having attained his possessions by unjust means in the Bible.602 This
appears to be precisely what Zophar communicates in this context as he proceeds with a metaphor
related to eating.

601
602

Rowley, Job, 143; Habel, Job, 317; Clines, Job 1-20, 489.
Hakham likewise notes that the evil ()רעָׁה
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Before long, the wicked’s appetizing situation turns sour, and in v. 13 Zophar turns from
people’s temporary delight in wickedness to the reality of their punishment. The godless remain
stubborn and refuse to depart from their stealing ((יחְ מֹ ל ָׁעלֶיהָׁ וְ ל ֹא יעזְבֶ ּנָׁה, figuratively detaining their
comestibles (i.e., ill-gotten gain) in their mouths ()וְ יִ ְמ ָׁנ ֶעּנָׁה בְ תֹוְך חִ כֹו. Despite their obstinate struggle
to maintain their food, the wicked inevitably become increasingly ill as a result of delighting in
iniquity. The vileness of their misdeeds festers in their bowls ()לחְ מֹו בְ מֵ ָׁעיו נֶהְ פְָׁך, plaguing the wicked
as though it were a poisonous infusion into their bellies ( בְ קִ ְרבו603[ ְמרֹורת פְ תָׁ נִ יםv. 14]).
5.2.2.2 The Wicked and their Wealth—v. 15-16
Zophar’s speech progresses in v. 15, where for the first time that which the wicked
consumes is explicitly identified as wealth. The riches that the wicked attain and “ingest” through
exploitation of the weak (read in light of v. 19) become an abhorrent venom which the stomach of
the perpetrator cannot withstand. Through the infusion of poison into their bellies (cf. v. 14b),604
the godless are compelled to vomit up the immoral gain in which they once momentarily delighted
()חיִ ל בָׁ לע ויְ קִ אֶ ּנּו.605 Again, Zophar’s claim is in accord with traditional wisdom—in particular, that
of the biblical proverbs which repeatedly state the futility of earthly riches gained by deceit.
Especially noteworthy is Prov. 20:17 in which ill-gotten material gain is likened to food of deceit
()לֶחֶ ם שָׁ קֶ ר. This food seems to be sweet at first, but when ingested it fills the mouth with gravel.606
In accordance with traditional wisdom, enjoyment of ill-gotten gain runs contrary to the divine
world order. As Seow puts it, “(t)he deeds of the wicked naturally bring consequences, but the
603
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consequences are no mere happenstance, rather, they are part of divine will to maintain more order
in the world.”607
This fact becomes evident when Zophar straightaway attributes the retribution to God.
This unpleasant regurgitation episode is anything but fortuitous or brought about by natural causes.
As the wicked strive to dishonestly obtain wealth they are made to lose that illicit gain by God.
God is the punitive authority who casts the ill-gotten riches out of the criminal’s belly ( ִמבִ ְטנֹו יֹ ִרשֶ ּנּו
[ אֵ לv. 15b]).608 Though God is the cause of the vomiting, and hence the divine retribution model
is still intact, it is also the wicked’s insatiable desire to ingest that yields them their greatest
problem.609 The wicked immediately return to their eating, but instead of ingesting the wealth they
strived to acquire, divine judgment sentences them to suck the venom of poisonous serpents (-ר ֹאש
[ פְ תָׁ נִ ים יִ ינָׁקv. 16]). This venom emitted from the mouth of a snake brings about the demise of the
wicked ()תה ְרגֵהּו לְ שֹון אֶ פְ עֶ ה, as it is consumed by the overindulgent devourer whose eating ironically
becomes his undoing. Taking the possessions of someone else ultimately leads to a sudden death
like that which is caused by the unexpected appearance of a poisonous snake triumphant in attack
(v. 16).
5.2.2.3 The Abundance of Wealth Withheld—v. 17
Paradoxically, sucking deadly venom is the opposite of what the wicked foresee when
bingeing upon the property of the impoverished.610 The plundering of the property of the weak
should, at least, bring about the enjoyment of property experienced by the weak. Nevertheless,
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evildoers are cursed and deprived of the goods of a prospering land.611 The wicked will not see
flowing streams ( ִבפְ לּגֹות612י ֵֶרא-(אל. The curds and honey613 that are characteristic of a prospering
land will not flow as expected ()נה ֲֵרי נ ֲחלֵי ְדבש וְ חֶ ְמאָׁ ה. As Rowley notes, “(t)he time of enjoyment
to which the wicked looked forward, [they] will not live to see.”614 The wicked will die, unable to
enjoy the basic produce of the land.615
Verse 17 has been a challenge for interpreters in that the first line is noticeably shorter than
the second and it appears that any parallelism between the two lines is defective. In addition, 17b
contains the odd juxtaposition of נה ֲֵרי נ ֲחלֵי. As a result of these issues, some commentators suggest
that the word “oil” ( )יִ צְ הָׁ רbe read instead of  נה ֲֵריrendering the phrase “ בִ פְ לּגֹות יִ צְ הָׁ רrivers/streams
of (fresh) oil” in v. 17a which serves as a much better parallel to “streams of honey and curds” in
v. 17b.616
This type of emendation would surely provide the expected parallelism of this verse, yet
there is no textual evidence that supports either an emendation to  יִ צְ הָׁ רor שמן. Without any textual
evidence, one might more reasonably consider Ball’s suggestion that  נה ֲֵריmight simply be a variant
of  נ ֲחלֵיor a gloss on פְ לּגֹות.617 Seow, on the other hand, takes the MT into consideration and regards
the interpretive problem as primarily a text critical issue. This textual problem is clarified, in
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Seow’s opinion, through the Vulgate’s reading of “tributaries of the river” for בִ פְ לּגֹות נה ֲֵרי. This is
an indication that  נהרshould be read as part of 17a as “ בִ פְ לּגֹות ָׁנהָׁ רtributaries of a river.” In this
reading, the  יof  נהרwas confused with an epexegetical  וin v. 17b (i.e.,  )ונהלי דבשand thus, the
image of “tributaries of the river’ suggests the distribution of abundance.”618
It does seem that the idea of “abundance” is what is being alluded to in this context. With
this in mind, the literal translation of the MT, “He will not see the channels of rivers of streams of
honey and milk” (Habel) carries some weight in that it amplifies the great amount of prosperity
that will be denied to the wicked. The construct chain is atypical, but it is understandable and has
biblical precedent.619 Wilson notes that, “the words for flowing water sources pile up in this verse,
emphasizing the abundance of honey and cream that are being cut off from the wicked.”620
Despite the interpretive difficulties in this verse, it is unmistakable that Zophar reasserts one of the
most basic tenets of retribution theology in that the wicked will not experience the blessings of
abundance due to the righteous.
5.2.2.4 The Regurgitated Return—v. 18
Indeed, the wicked must restore and cannot consume their ill-gotten gain, though they
insatiably strive to do so (621[ מֵ ִשיב ָׁיגָׁע וְ ל ֹא ִי ְבלָׁעv. 18]). In v. 15 Zophar states that the godless
consume their wealth and subsequently vomit. Now, Zophar asserts that the wicked cannot even
swallow their ill-gotten gain. Yet, if the wicked cannot swallow and thereby maintain their wealth,
how can they vomit it up and thereby return their illicit gain?
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Zophar is apparently communicating that, despite the wicked’s striving to swallow illgotten gain, they cannot manage to successfully ingest in the first place and, therefore, cannot keep
their food down. That is to say—the ill-gotten gain of the wicked never truly belongs to them.
The wicked do not ultimately swallow their food (v. 18) in the sense that they regurgitate that
which they have strived to ingest (v. 15).622 The manner in which the wicked are depicted as
returning their profit (623 )מֵ ִשיב ָׁיגָׁעto its proper ownership by not being able to swallow ()ל ֹא יִ בְ לָׁע
their “food,” is precisely the image portrayed by Zophar in v. 15a. 624 This return of the wicked’s
“profit” is an obvious demonstration of how they will not prosper from, and cannot enjoy, the
wealth of their unlawful transaction (מּורתֹו וְ ל ֹא יעֲֹלס
ָׁ  ְת625)כְ חֵ יל.
5.2.2.5 Immense Appetite—vv. 20-21a
The punishment of the impious does not remedy the essence of the wicked’s malfeasance.
The wicked are insatiable and forever wanting to ingest the property of others regardless of the
consequences. This bent for perpetual transgression to forcefully possess wealth is evident in vv.
20-21a, in which Zophar describes the conduct of the wicked in three consecutive clauses which
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relate to the motif of swallowing. The voracious behavior depicted by Zophar in these lines is
what inevitably brings about further retribution upon the wicked in vv. 21b ff. 626
There is no serenity for the wicked until everything they desire is in their belly. Contrary
to typical eating, which provides the eater a sense of tranquility (i.e., Prov. 17:1 [-טֹוב פת ח ֲֵרבָׁ ה וְ שלְ וָׁה
)]בָׁ ה, the belly of the wicked is the core of their discontentment because of its penchant for
overindulgence.627 The wicked cannot experience peace until they attain those things which they
crave ( ְב ִב ְטנֹו628יָׁדע שָׁ לֵו-(כִ י ל ֹא. The fact that they are gluttons whose determination to illicitly secure
wealth is further evident in that no coveted item escapes their craving (Thus,

630

 ל ֹא יְ מלֵט629(בחֲמּודֹו.

by claiming that the wicked attain their gain through abuse of the poor (vv. 18-19), Zophar portrays
them as doggedly harrying the possessions of the already impoverished.
This brazenness culminates in v. 21a, in which the appetite of the wicked overwhelms
everything in their vicinity, leaving no remnant (שָׁ ִריד לְ אָׁ כְ לֹו-)אֵ ין. The depravity and ruthlessness
of the wicked in this context has caused some interpreters to suggest that humans are the object of
their devouring—either by way of people’s possessions being eaten, or by they themselves falling
prey to cannibalistic tendencies of the wicked. For example, Hartley notes that the word שָׁ ִריד
“survivor” always refers to a person rather than possessions and therefore translates 21a as, “No
one has survived his devouring.”631 Hartley proceeds to state that “no one is safe from such a
person’s plots to dominate and to extort,”632 suggesting that there is no survivor of the figurative
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consumption of the wicked upon their possessions. In this interpretation, everyone who is in the
proximity of the wicked is affected by their thievishness.
Transcending the idea of figurative consumption, some commentators understand Zophar
to say that there is no physical survivor in the vicinity of the wicked. Rowley asserts that in v. 21a
“(i)t is not [the wicked’s] gluttony for food, but his eagerness to swallow up the weak, which is in
mind.”633 Seow concurs, and upon emphasizing that this term  שָׁ ִרידis used only elsewhere in the
Bible of human beings, he states that, “(t)he wicked [are] even more pernicious than interpreters
have assumed. Greed is portrayed in cannibalistic terms. Human lives are at risk because of
human discontentment.”634 According to this interpretation, the wicked have given themselves
over to their immorality to the point where their voracious appetite transcends the metaphorical
realm and extends into the physical dimension in which they participate in the abominable act of
cannibalism.635
This explanation rightly points out that Zophar depicts the wicked as extremely wanton
and irrational. Nevertheless, the immediate context of Zophar’s speech strongly points away from
 שָׁ ִרידindicating a literal human being. The verbs of consumption that Zophar uses in chapter 20
are all paired with words that refer to possessions rather than people (i.e., in v. 15  בלעis paired
with חיל, and in v. 18  בלעis used with )יגע. Additionally it is likely that אכל, as is used in v. 21a,
describes the devastation of the physical goods desired by the eater in in v. 20. This coincides
with this same verb’s usage in 22:20 in which the wealth is consumed by fire ()וְ יִ ְת ָׁרם אָׁ כְ לָׁה אֵ ש. The
reader is therefore compelled to understand the reference to consumption in v. 21a in the same
manner because there is no apparent indication that the metaphor has been dropped. Lastly, Clines
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points out that those who understand  שָׁ ִרידliterally as a person ignore the phrase כֵן- עלin the second
half of the verse.636 That is to say, the consequence explicated in v. 21b (i.e., the ephemerality of
the wicked’s possessions) is as a result (כֵן- )עלof there being no “survivor” for consumption.
Thus, it is best to understand v. 21a as Zophar’s attempt to communicate that there is
nothing left for the consumption of the wicked. Strictly speaking, the wicked’s untamable lust for
things not theirs leads to them to endlessly consume all that they desire until there is nothing else
left. This reading understands the phrase שָׁ ִריד לְ אָׁ כְ לֹו- אֵ יןas hyperbolically relating the tremendous
covetousness of the wicked, and not as a reference to cannibalism. Clines’ provides insight into
reading this phrase in its context, stating, “(i)n light of the food metaphor in vv. 12-19, where it
transpired in vv. 15 and 19 that the crime of the evildoer was not really gluttony but avarice for
the possessions of others, we may be sure that the same is the case here also, though nothing says
so explicitly.”637
5.2.3 Job: The Ephemerality of Possessions—vv. 21b, 26-28
5.2.3.1 “His Profit will not Prosper!”—v. 21b
Accompanying the wicked’s greed within the paradigm of just retribution, is their fleeting
affluence.638 Zophar explicitly states, and reinforces through repetition, the traditional wisdom
that worldly prosperity obtained through exploiting the defenseless cannot perpetually remain in
the possession of the immoral. The prosperity of the wicked will not flourish (639יָׁחִ יל טּובֹו-כֵן ל ֹא-על
[v. 21b]) because their gain is ill-gotten and thus, the godless ironically end up destitute. This
hardship is a result of their voracious consumption of illicit goods as mentioned in preceding verses
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(vv. 12-18, 20ff.). The consequences of their overreaching greed eventually overwhelms them,
leaving the wicked with nothing.640
Poverty as the fate of the wicked is not a novelty in the dialogues of Job, nor in wisdom
literature in general. Eliphaz makes an analogous claim regarding the wicked not being able to
prosper in his description of the corpulent man in 15:27-29. In this text Eliphaz not only claims
that the riches of the wicked are so short-lived that they have no opportunity to use them to multiply
their wealth, but also that the wicked end up completely destitute and waiting for imminent
judgment.641 Zophar resumes this motif of fiscal retribution yet expands Eliphaz’s comments to
emphasize the reason as to why the wealth of the wicked is fleeting—namely, because it is obtained
through illicit means. However, both Eliphaz’s and Zophar’s claims about the momentariness of
ill-gotten wealth are merely examples of the standard paradigm regarding the ephemerality of
illegitimate wealth in biblical wisdom literature—particularly, that which is taught in Proverbs.
Select proverbs instruct that the wicked attain their wealth through immoral means and
thereby provoke judgment upon themselves (1:13, 19, 31).642

Acquiring dishonest wages

generates retribution which causes the possessions of the wicked to be worthless and ephemeral
(10:2, 16; 13:11; 21:6). The dishonest wages of the wicked only bring them great trouble, but the
righteous are those who are guaranteed a profitable return (11:18; 15:6). Paradoxically, the
righteous financially prosper from the dispossessed wealth of the sinner (13:21-22 [ צָׁ פּון לצ ִדיק חֵ יל
)]חֹוטֵ א. The reason for this is that, according to Proverbs, divine justice requires God to provide
wealth for the needs of the righteous while thwarting the desires of the wicked (3:9-10; 10:3, 22;
13:25).643 The righteous are guaranteed generous compensation, perhaps even at the hand of the
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wicked. Conversely, those who illegitimately amass riches are assured their own demise by
invoking just punishment. Thus, taken in the context of the dialogues of Job as well as Proverbs,
Zophar’s comments with regard to the wicked not prospering in v. 21b is a lucid reminder of the
traditional wisdom teaching on wealth and wickedness.
5.2.3.2 Divine Vengeance upon the Wicked’s Possessions—vv. 26-28
5.2.3.2.1 Destruction through Darkness—v. 26
This reminder of the penalty upon the riches of the wicked develops into an outright
admonition of divine retribution upon the treasures of the impious by the end of Zophar’s speech.
The treasures that the wicked ostensibly possess are relegated to darkness (חֹ שֶ ְך טָׁ מּון לִ צְ פּונָׁיו-)כָׁל. As
previously noted, imagery relating to darkness symbolizes destruction and death throughout the
dialogues of Job.644 In stating that the darkness is hidden ()טָׁ מּון, Zophar appropriates the same
term that Bildad uses in 18:10 to speak of the concealment of the traps that entangle the impious.645
Now darkness, representing destruction, lies in wait to waylay the treasures of the wicked.646
Zophar initially portrays destruction swiftly befalling the treasures of the wicked in the
form of an unfanned fire consuming them and everything they have (). The 647נֻפָׁ ח-ְתאָׁ כְ לֵהּו אֵ ש ל ֹא
mechanism of destruction (i.e., the fire) is not kindled or maintained by humans, and thus Zophar
depicts the spontaneous fire as an instrument of divine retribution.

644
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supernatural intervention accomplishes just retribution648 through God’s fire649 devouring the
wicked and their treasures.650 This is the ultimate ironic depiction of the gluttonous wicked— who
are depicted throughout Zophar’s speech as perpetually interested in consuming—ultimately dying
from being consumed ((תאָׁ כְ לֵהּו אֵ ש.
ְ 651 Notwithstanding, the devastation extends until there is
nothing left in the residence of the wicked ( בְ אָׁ הֳלֹו652)יֵרע שָׁ ִריד.
Devastation is certain according to Zophar. Yet, how exactly the phrase יֵרע שָׁ ִריד בְ אָׁ הֳלֹו
relates this devastation is unclear. This uncertainty is predominantly a result of the difficult word
יֵרע. Most interpreters agree that  יֵרעis derived from the root  רע"יand that the unkindled fire from
the previous line serves as the subject.653 Nevertheless, commentators differ with regard to the
function of the word’s morphology as well as its significance. The verb  יֵרעis plainly a jussive
form of the verbal root " רע"יto feed, graze"654—as opposed to an imperfect where one would
expect ירעה. Seow contends that the natural sense of the jussive should be retained. According to
this interpretation, Zophar expresses his desire for fire, which is already used in the masculine
gender in the previous line, to devour whomever and whatever is left in the tent of the wicked.655
It is certainly reasonable to picture Zophar passionately expressing his own faith in the
system of just retribution, thus articulating a personal desire that the wicked experience what he
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God’s involvement in just retribution is an element that Zophar already underscores in vv. 15 and 23. See
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would consider to be their deserved fate. However, there is quite a strong precedent for jussives
being used in a non-collateral sense in the Bible. Therefore, it is imperative to consider this usage
a plausible option for  יֵרעin this context.656 Accordingly, other commentators understand the
jussive to essentially have the same function as the imperfect in this context. Dhorme, for example,
suggests that the jussive is used because of the inevitability of the action. He notes that the verb
 יֵרעparallels תאָׁ כְ לֵהּו,
ְ and suggests that Zophar states with certainty that fire will feed on survivors
in the tent of the wicked.657 Thus, the use of the jussive may not exclusively reflect a personal
desire for the consumption of the wicked and all of their possessions, but also to demonstrate the
level of confidence that Zophar possesses in his assertions that this fate will definitely happen to
the wicked. The wicked and all they possess will unquestionably meet their ominous fate of being
consumed.
5.2.3.2.2 The Witness of the Heavens and the Earth—v. 27
Divine involvement in retribution for the wicked is further pointed out by Zophar in calling
the heavens and the earth as witnesses to their guilt ([ ְיגלּו שָׁ מיִ ם עֲֹונֹו וְ אֶ ֶרץ ִמ ְתקֹומָׁ מָׁ ה לֹוv. 27]). The
clandestine iniquities which the wicked presume they secretly commit are revealed by the heavens
and the earth as a manifestation of God calling the wicked to account. Hakham interestingly relates
this imagery to Gen 27:28 and Lev 26:19-20, which speak literally of physical blessings of the
heaven and the earth, maintaining that the suggestion behind Zophar’s reference to these entities
concerns the righteous being blessed with their produce, and the wicked being deprived of these
blessings.658
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The privation of the physical blessings of the heavens and the earth is indeed a fitting
consequence for the ungodly within the just retribution paradigm. More expressly in this context,
the heavens and the earth function as witnesses to the iniquity of the evildoer. Job previously cried
out for the heavens and the earth to reveal his innocence (16:18-19). Zophar responds to Job and
claims that the heavens and the earth indeed testify—not to his innocence but rather to iniquity,
thereby justifying the calamity brought upon the wicked. If Job were granted the trial for which
he so eagerly yearns before the heavenly court, the heavens and the earth would only bear
testimony proving him guilty.659
The notion of the heavens and the earth serving as witnesses is a common motif in the
Bible. In the Torah, the heavens and the earth are summoned as witnesses to statements concerning
divine mandates. For instance Moses, calls upon the heavens and the earth to bear witness on his
behalf (פִ י-[ ה ֲאזִינּו השָׁ מיִ ם ואֲדבֵ ָׁרה וְ ִת ְשמע הָׁ אָׁ ֶרץ ִא ְמ ֵריDeut 32:1), concerning his speech ()א ְמ ָׁר ִתי,
ִ and
instruction ([ לִ קְ ִחיDeut 32:2]). Additionally, Moses repeatedly states that if the nation were to
turn to idolatry after entering the land, the heavens and the earth would bear witness against the
people of Israel (הָׁ אָׁ ֶרץ-השָׁ מיִ ם וְ אֶ ת-[ העִ ידֹ ִתי בָׁ כֶם היֹום אֶ תDeut 4:24]). Moses warns the nation twice
more in, Deut 30:19 as well as 31:28, using similar rhetoric, concerning the heavens and earth
witnessing their rebellious behavior against God.
This calling upon the heavens and the earth to attest to rebellion comes to pass in Isa 1:2,
where the prophet summons them to hearken—namely, as witnesses—to the word of the Lord
( ) ִש ְמעּו שָׁ מיִ ם וְ ה ֲאזִינִ י אֶ ֶרץ כִ י יְ הוָׁה ִדבֵ רwith which God accuses Israel. Hence in Isaiah, the Mosaic
warning of the invocation of the heavens and the earth is in fact exercised in the same way that it
is in Job—that is to say, the heavens and the earth are “cosmic witnesses [which] attest to the guilt
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of the wicked.”660 Through this imagery Zophar communicates that, despite the fact that Job is
not willing to admit any guilt, the heavens and the earth will expose him and subject him to even
greater disgrace than that which is noted in 18:20, where Bildad states that the wicked would be
publicly humiliated because of their iniquity. The focal point of Zophar’s claim concerning the
heavens and the earth is not simply related to the return of physical goods but rather to the assertion
that the evildoers’ crimes are so severe that the heavens and the earth are forced to recognize them
and testify against them.661
5.2.3.2.3 Liquidation by Way of Water—v. 28
Upon the heavens and the earth exposing the iniquity of the evildoer, God’s wrath is
kindled as manifested through divine judgment upon the household of the wicked.

A

straightforward reading of v. 28a finds the possessions being removed from their custody as divine
retribution (יְ בּול בֵ יתֹו

662

)יִ גֶל. This dispossession of the wicked’s property accords with just

retribution theology as well as functions as a major theme throughout Zophar’s second speech (i.e.,
vv. 10, 15, 18). Thus, upon reading the first line of v. 28, it appears as though Zophar is using
conventional language once again to denounce the goods/wealth of the houses of the wicked. This
is the interpretation of Ibn Ezra who, understanding the term  ביתto refer to the people of a given
household, proposes that  יְ בּול בֵ יתֹוcould refer to the produce reaped by the members of the home.
This reading portrays the wealth of an entire household begin carried off as retribution.663
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However, this understanding is challenged upon reading v. 28b (664)נִ ּגָׁרֹות בְ יֹום אפֹו. When
the reader comes upon the word —נִ ּגָׁרֹותa term relating to a stream665—the expected parallelism
with v. 28a is foiled.

This difficulty has brought about a number of proposals תwhich

predominantly suggest repointing the vowels of  יְ בּולin order to reconcile the two lines of v. 28.666
Wilson notices the parallel rhetoric between v. 28a and Jer 17:8 (יּובל-מיִ ם וְ על- )עלand notes that
simply repointing the consonantal text from  יְ בּולto “ יּובלstream” would create balance to the
verse.667 This would certain provide some clarity, being that that  יּובלis in direct parallel with מיִם
in Jer 17:8—despite  יּובלonly being used here in the Bible.668 Seow proposes a slightly different
vocalization of יְ בּול, and alters the vocalization to yebel. This suggestion is based upon the
impression that  יְ בּולshould be understood in light of מָׁ יִ ם- יִ ְבלֵיthe “water channels” in Isa 30:25 and
44:4—again providing a more anticipated parallel to נִ ּגָׁרֹות. These representative opinions give a
sense of the prevailing view, holding that there must be a reference to some sort of stream in v.
28a which parallels the waters of v. 28b.669
Other commentators have searched for different potential layers of meaning to the word
 יְ בּולin order to harmonize the two lines of v. 28. Anticipating parallelism, Pope contends that יְ בּול
cannot mean “produce” but, rather, must be understood in light of Semitic philology—particularly,
considering Arabic words like ْل
ٌ  َوبa “violent rain, consisting of large raindrops,”670 and the
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Akkadian bubbulu (bibbulu) “flood.”671 Thus, Pope considers the actual vocalization of the word
to be less consequential than the meaning discernible through philological comparison.672
Ultimately, Pope suggests that it is best to understand  יְ בּולas essentially “ מבּולflood”673—another
related word pertaining to an abundance of water.674

Hakham is a bit less specific in his

philological analysis, but nevertheless notes that  יְ בּולclosely relates to other words depicting the
flow of water (i.e., מבּול, יּובל, מָׁ יִ ם-)יִ ְבלֵי. This suggests, according to Hakham, that the best reading
relates a stream of water washing away the house of the wicked.675
It does seem appropriate that a stream would parallel  נִ ּגָׁרֹותof v. 28b because this word
makes little sense isolated at the beginning of the phrase. However, what is particularly interesting
is how several commentators initially concede to a straightforward reading of v. 28a, which they
subsequently change in light of the information they are presented with as they continue reading
in v. 28b. For example, Hartley states that v. 28a “may be translated ‘the possessions of his house
will be taken into exile’.” Nonetheless, Hartley is compelled to change this reading to reflect the
parallelism with נִ ּגָׁרֹות, stating that “in light of the second line it is quite possible to interpret this
line [v. 28a] as describing the rush of flooding waters.”676 Hakham also begins his explanation by
suggesting that  יְ בּולis “כל ההון שהוביל לביתו,” but then states, “מסתבר יותר ש'יְ בּול' הוא זרם מים.”677 This
equivocation provokes the question as to whether both of these readings—one which suggests that
the possessions of the wicked’s house are carried off, and the other which indicates that a stream
of water removes the houses of the wicked—should be equally understood in this context. The
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idea that both readings may be intended is intimated by Seow in his observation that an originally
conservative orthography would have facilitated a word play between  יְ בּולand yebel.678
What is displayed throughout the commentaries on this verse is that readers are compelled
to readjust—that is, retrospectively pattern679—their interpretation of what is communicated in v.
28 based upon ensuing revealed information. Throughout the poetic dialogues of Job, the reader
has generally come to expect parallelism in some form or another between the lines of a given
verse. This is demonstrated, for example, in v. 27, where both lines have three words, and four of
these six words directly parallel each other—“heavens” is parallel to “earth,” while “expose”
parallels “rise up.” Verse 28 bares structural and phonetic similarities to v. 27 that might incline
the reader to expect the same types of parallelism that are so pronounced in this verse. Not only
do both lines of v. 28 have three words as they do in v. 27, but the first words in both v. 27a and
v. 28a come from the same root  יְ גלּו—גלהand  יִ גֶלrespectively—and thus, display an unmistakable
phonetic similarity. Additionally, all four of the lines of vv. 27-28 end in the third person
masculine singular possessive pronoun ֹו, creating identical phonetic values at the end of each line.
The harmony between these two verses prompts the reader to expect them to read similarly.
Nevertheless, an issue emerges in v. 28b. The expected parallelism is not immediately
discernible, leading readers to reexamine their expectations as well as their perception of previous
information. That is, once the expected parallelism is absent in v. 28b, the reader must return to
v. 28a and question whether it is properly understood. In this specific case, retrospective patterning
provides two tenable readings of v. 28—one which focuses on the removal of the wealth of the
wicked, and another which depicts the house of the wicked being destroyed by a flood. Both of
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these readings present consequences that coincide with just retribution theology and have been
broached throughout the dialogues of Job.
5.2.4 Job: Consequence: Terror and Death of the Wicked—vv. 6-9, 11, 22-26
5.2.4.1 Ephemeral Life of the Wicked—vv. 6-9, 11
The wicked’s conspicuous ambition to take pleasure in ill-gotten gain ultimately affects
their life span. Not only are possessions ephemeral, but the ultimate fate of the wicked is their
untenable life, which likewise swiftly passes. Even if the wicked reach the apex of financial
success in life, this prosperity will not endure the test of time.680 Even if they increase in earthly
power, the temporality of the illicit possessions in their hands will still be analogous to their life
span. That is to say—the wicked’s enjoyment of life is as temporal as their ill-gotten gain. The
life of the wicked is fleeting—it is taken from them in an instant—with no subsequent
consciousness of their existence.
Zophar’s illustration of the wicked’s lack of substantiality681 opens by portraying the
impious bearing a robust appearance, yet consequently chastened, eradicated, and forgotten. If the
wicked were presumably to rise up to the heavens, arriving at a height that would situate their
heads in the clouds ( וְ ר ֹאשֹו לָׁעָׁ ב יּגִ יע682י ֲעלֶה לשָׁ מיִ ם ִשיאֹו-[ ִאםv. 6]), their eminence would still be shortlived (vv. 7-9). As to be expected, the retribution upon the wicked is surely not based upon
physical stature. Rather, the loftiness depicted in v. 6 is part of a wider biblical metaphor depicting
the proud evildoer.
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The imagery of the robust despot notably appears in Isaiah 14 and Ezekiel 28, where he is
depicted as being extremely proud, striving to rise to the heavens to supplant God and dominate
the cosmos (Isa 14:13-14;683 Ezek 28:2, 5, 17). As a consequence of this tyrant’s contemptuous
behavior, he is weakened (Isa 14:10, 16-17; Ezek 28:6-7, 16) and eventually falls at the height of
his presumed majesty, humiliated in his demise (Isa 14:15, 19, 20; Ezek 28:8-10). The collapse
of this would-be ruler is as abrupt as his self-aggrandizing ascent to eminence.684 The arrogant
ruler is publically disgraced (Isa 14:16; Ezek 28:17-19) and eventually dies (Isa 14:11, 19; Ezek
28:8-9) as a result of retribution carried out by God (Isa 14:5; Ezek 28:6, 10-12, 16).685
The pride of the wicked is implicit in Ps 37:35-38, where the psalmist relates from personal
experience a description of the ruthless wicked (יתי ָׁרשָׁ ע ע ִָׁריץ
ִ ) ָׁר ִא. The psalmist likens the wicked
to a tree and claims to have witnessed evildoers grow tall like a luxuriant cedar (ּומ ְתעָׁ ֶרה כְ אֶ ז ְָׁרח ר ֲע ָׁנן
ִ ).
Yet, despite the impressive stature of the wicked, their existence as a dominant figure is but
momentary. Those who observed them in their once esteemed position pass by where they once
towered, and, in an instant, the ruthless are no more ()ויעֲבֹ ר וְ הִ ּנֵה אֵ ינֶּנּו. The psalmist relates that
even upon personally seeking out the location of the formerly imposing wicked, they are no longer
to be found () ָׁו ֲאבקְ שֵ הּו וְ ל ֹא נִ ְמצָׁ א. It subsequently emerges that the cutting off of the arrogant is
carried out by God and coincides with the promotion of the righteous (37:37-38). Thus, the
psalmist likewise depicts the once lofty evildoer, swiftly abased as a result of divine retribution.
The swift humbling of the wicked from their makeshift lofty thrones portrayed by the
psalmist is seemingly what Zophar recounts in 20:7-8. Zophar carries this out by using imagery
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related to temporary physical and non-physical elements, which quickly come into being and
expire without remembrance. The wicked are initially likened to their own excrement, which
rapidly commences the process of disintegration upon exiting their bodies and, in the course of
time, permanently vanishes ([ כְ גֶלְ לֹו ָׁלנֶצח י ֹאבֵ דv. 7a]). Those who once envisioned themselves as
virtually celestial beings, go from the pinnacle of human glory to the ignobility of dung, and are
forever eliminated.686 As related in Psalm 37, those who were accustomed to seeing the wicked
will question their whereabouts, further confirming their disappearance. Their disappearance is,
ironically, conspicuous,687 permitting everyone to see and understand their true frailty regardless
of their initial appearance (ֹאמרּו איֹו
ְ [ רֹ אָׁ יו יv. 7b]).
Zophar continues with the motif of the quick eradication of the wicked and transitions from
the physical to the immaterial realm in his next metaphor (v. 8). The wicked are likened to a dream
which flies away and cannot be found ()כחֲלֹום יָׁעּוף וְ ל ֹא יִ ְמצָׁ אֻהּו, wandering away as a night vision
( כְ חֶ זְיֹון לָׁיְ לָׁה688)וְ יֻדד. The depiction of the wicked as a succession of brief images passing through
the mind of someone who is sleeping seems to have been a conventional way of portraying one’s
enemies.689 Psalm 73:20 depicts God implementing retribution upon the wicked by characterizing
them as a dream ( )כחֲלֹוםthat is despised by God upon awakening. This once again implies the
brevity of the wicked’s existence in the presence of a retributive God. Isaiah similarly likens the
armies of the nations that come against Ariel to a dream and a night vision ([ כחֲלֹום חֲזֹון ליְ לָׁה29:7]).
Nevertheless, Isaiah depicts God as ultimately bringing about retribution to the ruthless by causing
them to vanish (אָׁ פֵ ס עָׁ ִריץ וְ ָׁכלָׁה לֵץ-[ כִ י29:20a]), as well as restoring the humble and needy who
delight in the Lord (20:19). Thus, the imagery characterizing evildoers as dreams and visions not
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only delineates the belief that they are promptly eliminated, but also, like v. 7, communicates that
there is no substantive reality behind their outward pretense.690
The implication behind Zophar stating that the wicked person is sought and not found is
that divine retribution results in their death.

Zophar further implies this consequence by

metaphorically utilizing the verb  יָׁעּוףwith dream imagery in v 8. This same root (“ )עוףto fly”691
is used in Hos 9:11 to expound upon divine punishment that was to come upon Ephraim by way
of their glory flying away ()אֶ פְ ריִ ם כָׁעֹוף יִ ְתעֹופֵף כְ בֹודָׁ ם. The practical consequences of the flying away
of Ephraim’s glory would be their inability to conceive, enjoy pregnancy, and give birth to
children. In other words, Ephraim’s disobedience brings about the preclusion of life itself. Just
as telling is how  עוףis used in Ps 90:10, where it points to the temporality of the human lifespan.
According to the psalmist, regardless of how many years we live, every human life quickly passes,
and in the end, “we all fly away () ָּׁנעֻפָׁה.” Zophar too uses the metaphor of flying away to assert
that just retribution is ultimately manifested in the swift death of the wicked.692
This point becomes even more obvious in v. 9, where Zophar pronounces the complete
disappearance of evildoers by way of alluding to Job’s previous comments concerning his own
situation. In 7:8, Job laments his impending death by stating that the eye which gazed upon him
would no longer see him because he would die. Zophar paraphrases Job’s words in 20:9 and
suggests that the disappearance Job referred to only happens to evildoers. Alluding back to v.
7b,693 Zophar states that it is the eye that looks upon the wicked that will not continue to behold
them (תֹוסיף
ִ [ עיִ ן ְשזָׁפתּו וְ ל ֹאv. 9a]).
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As Job continues to reflect upon his condition in chapter 7, he relates that those who
descend into Sheol are never able to return to their homes because their habitation no longer
recognizes them (v. 10). Once again, Zophar takes up similar rhetoric to communicate to Job that
this scenario indeed comes to pass. Nevertheless, there will be no sign of remembrance of the
wicked in their places (ences will not look because their former resid

695 694

,

שּורּנּו ְמקֹומֹו
ֶ עֹוד ְת-(וְ ל ֹא

upon them favorably. The wicked are a passing dream that comes and goes, flying away (v. 8);
they are quickly forgotten (v. 9). The wicked eventually suffer the same fate as their illicitly
obtained wealth.696
Again, the author of Psalm 37 corroborates Zophar’s opinions concerning the fate of the
wicked. In accordance with Zophar, the psalmist has faith that justice will eventually prevail,
resulting in the evildoer being completely cut off (37:9). Their being cut off is described by the
psalmist in terms of their quick disappearance, just as Zophar characterizes the wicked’s fate.
Upon their demise, “You will stare upon their (former) place and they are not there. (-וְ הִ ְתבֹוננְ תָׁ על
[ ְמקֹומֹו וְ אֵ ינֶּנּוv. 10b]).” Zophar and the psalmist agree—sooner rather than later, death will fall upon
the impious, depriving them of any postmortem remembrance.
This downfall is assured regardless of the apparent vitality of the evildoers. In particular,
if the impious are young, their conduct prematurely brings them down to the grave.697 Even though
the bones of the wicked—their structural support and strength—are filled with youthful vigor,698
their vitality cannot be prevented from expiring with them ( ָׁעפָׁר ִת ְשכָׁב-[ עצְ מֹותָׁ יו מָׁ לְ אּו עֲלּומָׁ ו וְ עִ מֹו עלv.
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11]) upon their death.699 Reward in the system of just retribution is contingent upon right and
wrong actions and not upon bodily fortitude.
In 20:6-9 Zophar makes reference to wisdom-related metaphors and adages to indicate that
the arrogant wicked meet a swift and fatal end, losing all hope of remembrance. Zophar adds to
this assertion in v. 11 by emphasizing that personal characteristics are inconsequential within the
paradigm of just retribution. Sinners receive their just due irrespective of their age, strength, and
position. For wickedness, the penalty is death. This punishment is couched in much more overt
terminology towards the end of Zophar’s speech.
5.2.4.2 Personal Retribution when Refilling—v. 22
Despite the previous descriptive explanations of death awaiting the wicked, Zophar is not
quite finished portraying their demise. In fact, Zophar’s final statements on this matter in his
second speech are especially unambiguous in pointing out the inescapability of the destruction of
the evildoer.700 Through the usage of more direct and violent imagery, Zophar continues the motif
of God carrying out the death penalty upon the wicked.
Zophar previously defended the idea that the wicked can experience plenty for a period of
time which comes to an abrupt end as a result of divine retribution (vv. 15, 17, 18, 21). Thus, it is
not surprising that, as Zophar comes to the pinnacle of his speech on the punishment of the wicked,
he depicts them overtaken by distress during a time of abundance (701ִשפְ קֹו יֵצֶ ר לֹו
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to the sons is in the plural in v. 10a ( )בָׁ נָׁיו יְ רצּו דלִ יםwhereas v. 11 seemingly reverts back to the collective singular (i.e.,
עצְ מֹותָׁ יו, )עִ מֹו, and 2) The context indicates that, though the wicked are dispossessed of their ill-gotten gain, their own
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what appears to be an allusion to Job’s personal circumstances (cf., the prosperity reported in 1:13),703 Zophar claims that divine wrath704 is sent against the wicked as they enjoy their short-lived
prosperity (compare the casualties described in 1:13-19).
The manner in which this retribution is depicted in v. 22 is a difficult to decipher. The
phrase יד ָׁעמֵ ל ְתבֹ אֶ ּנּו- כָׁלcan be literally translated, “The hand of every worker will come upon him,”
but what that exactly means is unclear. Some commentators recommend reading with the Old
Greek (ἀνάγκη) and the Latin (dolor) and suggest a slight emendation to “ ָׁעמָׁ לtrouble,” instead of
the MT’s “ עָׁ מֵ לlaborer, sufferer.”705 Besides the evidence of the versions, Clines summarizes why
he and many other commentators read  ָׁעמָׁ לin stating, “it is hard to believe in a depiction of the
wicked man being brought to ruin at the hands of those he has defrauded.” 706 Nevertheless, it is
unclear what exactly commentators believe precludes Zophar from claiming that retribution upon
the wicked could not come from the righteous themselves in the model of just retribution. Hartley
notes this possibility and states that Zophar suggests that, “the very ones whom the evildoer[s
have] wronged will turn against their oppressor[s] in anger.”707
The key to grasping the significance of how and why  ָׁעמֵ לis used in 20:22 stems from
understanding Job’s usage of this word in 3:20. As Job curses the day of his birth, he presumably
speaks of himself in questioning why God would give light (i.e., life) to the sufferer () ָׁעמֵ ל. Thus,
עָׁ מֵ לin this context distinctly indicates someone in misery who is undergoing trials. The meaning
is substantiated by noting that  ָׁעמֵ לis in parallel to “ מָׁ ֵרי ָׁנפֶשthe bitter of spirit.” Those who are
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“bitter of spirit” in the Bible are those who are in deep distress (i.e., Prov 31:6; Ezek 27:31; Isa
38:15; 1 Sam 1:10; 22:2), which is how Job uses this phrase concerning his personal situation in
7:11 and 10:1.708 Nevertheless, the phrase  מָׁ ֵרי ָׁנפֶשcan also depict those who have become so
unnerved that they are capable of violence (Judg 18:25; 2 Sam 17:8). In light of the fact that the
phrase  מָׁ ֵרי נָׁפֶשcan portray those willing to participate in acts of violence, perhaps Zophar
implements Job’s previous rhetoric and alludes to Job’s  ָׁעמֵ ל-  מָׁ ֵרי ָׁנפֶשparallel in order to portray
those whose hands bring calamity upon the wicked after having been mistreated.709
Contextually, there appears to be some support for this interpretation. Zophar reveals in v.
19 that the wicked take advantage of the poor and steal their property. The wicked are insatiable,
Zophar continues, craving everything in their path. Nevertheless, even if the wicked were able to
eat all that their rapacious appetites desire, their illicit prosperity would not endure the test of time
(vv. 20-21). While the wicked are in the act of enjoying their would-be prosperity, they are
overtaken by the consequences of their actions. The hand of every sufferer, every person they
oppressed as depicted in v. 19, comes upon them, causing them to reap what they have sown from
those whom they have exploited.
5.2.4.3 Heavenly Retribution while Refilling—v. 23
Although v. 22 focuses on the calamity that meets the wicked through the hand of those
whom they have mistreated, retributive justice ultimately comes from God. Accordingly, in v. 23
Zophar proceeds to describe the calamity that falls upon the wicked from the heavens.710
Paralleling v. 22a, Zophar commences v. 23 by alluding to swallowing imagery again. Through
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this imagery, Zophar guarantees retributive consequences upon the wicked if they fill their bellies
with the ill-gotten gain of those whom they have oppressed  (לְ מלֵא בִ ְטנֹו711(יְ ִהי. Now, unlike v. 22,
Zophar explicitly testifies to God being directly involved in bringing supernatural consequences
upon the iniquitous.712 If the wicked continue in their gluttonous ways, God will become fiercely
angry and send the divine wrath upon them (בֹו חֲרֹון אפֹו-)יְ שלח.
God’s fierce anger is manifested through God eschewing abstract retribution principles and
specifically targeting evildoers (vv. 23c-25). God’s specific focus on the wicked in this section is
initially revealed by God raining judgment down upon them—that is, upon the flesh of the
wicked )ָׁעלֵימֹו ִבלְ חּומֹו

713

)וְ י ְמטֵ ר. In this phrase, Zophar portrays God as utterly indignant 714 and

executing an individual act of physical retribution upon the wicked. This is the first of two punitive
afflictions pointedly carried out by God upon the wicked in vv. 23-25.
Nevertheless, the exact act of retribution against the wicked in v. 23 is unclear. The two
major issues in interpretation concern making sense of  ָׁעלֵימֹוin its context, and the meaning of the
difficult phrase בלְ חּומֹו.
ִ Initially, the third person masculine singular possessive pronoun of בִ לְ חּומֹו
seems to suggest that  ָׁעלֵימֹוassumes its less familiar masculine singular meaning.715 If  בִ לְ חּומֹוis to
be understood as recorded in the MT, the corresponding lexical form  לְ חּוםonly appears in Zeph
1:17 (spelled defectively), where the context suggests that the word relates to the human body.
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Thus, many of the English translations render the word “flesh” (NRSV, RSV, KJV, NASB)716
perhaps taking a clue from the Old Greek’s rendering of σάρξ. In Zephaniah, God individually
enacts divine retribution upon those who have sinned against the Lord (כִ י ליהוָׁה חָׁ טָׁ אּו...)והֲצֵ רֹ ִתי לָׁאָׁ דָׁ ם.
The peoples’ blood will be spilled out like dirt and their “flesh” will be scattered as if it were dung
()וְ שֻ פְך דָׁ מָׁ ם ֶכ ָׁעפָׁר ּולְ חֻמָׁ ם כּגְ לָׁלִ ים.717 Given the context, in addition to the related words in Arabic لَحْ م,
and Aramaic

718

לחמא, which can also assume the meaning “flesh,” it is quite reasonable to

understand  לְ חּוםas signifying “flesh” in Zeph 1:17.
However, the passage in Job has been more challenging for interpreters. This is readily
noted by the diversity in the modern translations. Whereas the NJB gives a similar rendering to
the Zephaniah passage “flesh”, the KJV translates this phrase, “while he is eating.” This translation
evidently comes from reading  ִבלְ חֹומֹוfrom  לחםII “to eat.”719 The NRSV translates the substantival
derivative of  לחםII and renders the phrase “as their720 food,” ostensibly reading  בִ לְ חּומֹוas  בִ לחְ מֹוor
כִ לחְ מֹו.721 Based on this translation, Zophar depicts God as raining down “his food,” causing the
wicked to overeat. This divine “force feeding”722 could be one reason that Zophar insists that the
wicked eventually vomit their illicit gain.
Other interpreters have concluded that  בִ לְ חּומֹוstems from  לחםI, “to fight, to do battle,” or
a derivative noun pertaining to “warfare.”723 For example, Hakham understands  לְ חּוםto be a
collective referring to God’s implements of war against the wicked which he identifies as fire,
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sulfur, hailstones, and the like. Thus, the sense of this line according to Hakham is, “God will rain
upon him (the wicked) with his (God’s) instruments of war.”724 Hartley agrees that it is best to
discern  ִבלְ חּומֹוas derived from  לחםI, and understands the phrase to depict God raining down
“munitions” upon the wicked.725 These readings are seemingly coherent with the context, which
lends itself to violent punishment coming from the heavens. Moreover, the Vulgate’s rendering
of  ִבלְ חּומֹוas bellum suum “his war” provides evidence that this understanding is not a contemporary
novelty.726
Thus, the multivalence of לחם, and the ability of v. 23c to accommodate its different
meanings, leads to legitimate diversity of opinion concerning the calamity Zophar portrays.
Nevertheless, the question remains: if  לְ חּוםcan be interpreted as “flesh” in the Zephaniah passage
focusing upon divine retribution, what prevents this from being the preferred reading in Job 20:23,
notwithstanding the other sensible interpretations? It seems that a major issue for commentators
is not simply the variety of meanings the word  לְ חּוםcan assume, but also the apparent redundancy
(if  בִ לְ חּומֹוwere rendered “in his flesh”) of the third person masculine singular suffixes of בִ לְ חּומֹו
and עָׁ לֵימֹו. It is perplexing to commentators as to what exactly Zophar would suggest in stating
that “(God) will rain down, upon him—against his flesh,” because of the obvious tautology. Thus,
Clines states that the phrase בלְ חּומֹו,
ִ “should probably be rendered ‘on, against his flesh,” but
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continues “(i)t seems strange however, to have ‘upon him’ ( )עלימוas well as ‘against his
flesh…’”727
It is important to note that repetition of this nature should not pose overwhelming problems
in interpretation, as this is not the only case of tautology in Job. For instance, in Job’s next speech
he literally states, “Their seed is established before them with them” )[ ז ְר ָׁעם נָׁכֹון לִ פְ נֵיהֶ ם עִ מָׁ ם21:8]).
Toward the end of Job’s speech he confronts his friends’ potential response to his claims by using
three different words to indicate a dwelling place stating, “You will say, ‘Where is the house of
the noble? Where is his tent? Where are the dwelling places of the wicked?’” ( -ֹאמרּו איֵה בֵ ית
ְ כִ י ת
[ נ ִָׁדיב וְ איֵה אֹ הֶ ל ִמ ְשכְ נֹות ְרשָׁ עִ ים21:28]).728 These are certainly intelligible sentences in spite of their
redundancies.729
Additionally, observing Zophar’s repetition in v. 23c, in light of the punishment Zophar
portrays against the wicked, suggests that the tautology should be rendered emphatically. This
emphatic interpretation is based on the correspondence between Zophar depicting God as raining
down judgment ( )י ְמטֵ רand Pentateuchal language with regard to divine blessings and punishments.
In Exod 16:4 God says through Moses, “I am going to rain ( (מ ְמ ִטירto you bread from the heavens
()לֶחֶ ם.”730 Nevertheless, this same benevolent God who rained down bread to the people of Israel
also threatens to rain down ( מטרin the hiphil( judgment in the forms of sulfur, fire, and hail (Gen
19:24; Exod 9:18, 23). In later tradition, God is depicted as punishing by raining down sulfur and
fire once again (Ezek 38:22). Perhaps, however, most closely related to this passage in Job is Ps
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you—and let us make a covenant with you” ()וּנ ֹאמֶ ר ְתהִ י נָׁא אָׁ לָׁה בֵ ינֹותֵ ינּו בֵ ינֵינּו ּובֵ ינֶָך וְ נִ כְ ְרתָׁ ה בְ ִרית עִ מָׁ ְך.
730
This blessing is remembered in Ps 78:24 by the psalmist, stating that “He (God) rained down ( )וי ְמטֵ רunto
them manna to eat.”
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11:6, where the psalmist uses  מטרin the jussive hiphil form ( )י ְמטֵ רas in Job 20:23 and relates, in
poetry, that God will rain down traps, fire, and sulfur against the wicked.
In light of how  מטרis used in the hiphil to depict divine retribution throughout the Bible, it
is reasonable to suggest that the simple mention of י ְמטֵ ר, in a discourse relating to divine wrath
()חֲרֹון אפֹו, is sufficient to evoke biblical imagery pertaining to God raining down punishment upon
the wicked. Zophar uses a multivalent word to contend that God, in divine fury, does not rain
down bread ()לֶחֶ ם. Rather, God rains down his instruments of divine wrath (fire, sulfur, and hail)
against the flesh ()בלְ חּומֹו
ִ of the wicked.731 The repetition of the recipient of the punishment is for
emphasis. God will indeed rain down upon him.
5.2.4.4 Pierced by the Divine—vv. 24-25
In v. 23 Zophar depicts the first of two violent retributive acts against the wicked in God
raining instruments of war against their flesh. In vv. 24-25, Zophar proceeds to depict the second
of these unavoidable punishments. The wicked try to flee from their punishment, but they are
inevitably seized in their attempted escape (vv. 24-25b). Knowing that retribution is forthcoming,
they live life perpetually fearful of the expected repercussions (v. 25c).
The wicked’s efforts to avoid divine chastening are to no avail as God will personally rise
up against them. As Zophar continues his discourse, he exchanges the imagery of the heavenly
artillery implied through the mentioning of  י ְמטֵ רin the previous line for tangible physical weapons
that humans use against each other in battle in v. 24. In doing this, he advances the personification
of God as the one who takes note of wickedness, is deeply angered, and enacts divine retribution
upon individuals. God is now depicted as a combatant in warfare, as well as a heavenly bowman,
who endeavors to cut down the impious with weapons of war.

731
Ibn Ezra likewise understood  בִ לְ חּומֹוto refer to the “flesh” and was evidently not bothered by the tautology.
Gómez Aranda, Libro de Job, 155-56, n. 6.
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Seeing retribution on its way, the wicked strive to flee the castigation which comes through
God’s weapon against them ( ִמּנֵשֶ ק ב ְרזֶל732)יִ בְ רח. The exact nature of the  ֵנשֶ ק ב ְרזֶלutilized by God
to pursue the wicked is uncertain. Nevertheless, a clue to understanding what is depicted in the
phrase  ֵנשֶ ק ב ְרזֶלmight be present in the image of the wicked fleeing ()ברח. When the word  ברחis
used in the Bible with a person as the subject, it generally depicts a person/people fleeing the
presence of another person/other people, predominantly because of danger or hostility.733
Furthermore, flight in the face of a potentially dangerous situation is implicitly expressed through
the use of  ברחin other parts of the Bible. This is usually understood by way of the apparent reason
for the flight, from whom the person is fleeing, and/or the location from whence the subject
flees.734 In light of this, by Zophar stating that the wicked would try to flee ( )יִ בְ רחfrom God’s iron
weapon, he portrays the wicked fleeing in the face of physical danger opposite an opponent who
would do them harm were they to remain stationary. Thus, Zophar depicts God within a distance
close enough to be able to physically harm the wicked with the iron instrument. God is the
assailant who searches out the wicked, going to physical war against them with a type of iron
weapon that would be used in close combat.735
On the occasion that a would-be fugitive in the Bible were to flee from God, he would
inevitably be caught.736 This is what v. 24b depicts as God is implicitly portrayed as an archer
taking aim from a further distance than the divine assault of v. 24a. God’s accuracy is impeccable;
he needs to take only one shot in order to pierce the wicked through with a bronze arrow ( 737תחְ לְ פֵהּו

732

See GCK §159b-c for the imperfect being used to express conditionality as in this verse.
Gen 16:6, 8; 35:1, 7; Exod 2:15, Judg 9:21, 11:3; 1 Sam 20:1: 21:11; 2 Sam 15:14; 2 Sam 19:10; 1 Kgs
2:7; 11:23, 12:2; Isa 48:20; Jer 26:21: 39:4; Pss 3:1: 57:1; 2 Chron 10:2.
734
Gen 31:2, 27; Exod 14:5; 1 Sam 19:12, 18; 22:17; 27:4; 2 Sam 13:37-38; 1 Kgs 2:39; 11:17, 40; Isa 22:3;
Jer 4:29; 52:7; Neh 6:11.
735
The idea that the  ֵנשֶ ק ב ְרזֶלis an instrument used for close-range battle—perhaps a sword—is also proposed
by Hakham, Job, 159, and, Hartley, Job, 307.
736
Jonah 1:3, 10; 4:2; Ps 139:7.
737
Reading  חלףas it is used in the Judg 5:26 where Jael pierces through Sisera’s temple ()וְ חָׁ לְ פָׁ ה רקָׁ תֹו.
733
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נְ חּושָׁ ה

738

)קֶ שֶ ת. In a satirical allusion to Job’s earlier portrayal of God acting as an archer (6:4;

16:13),739 Zophar now directly tells Job that God only enacts this type of personal retribution upon
the evildoers. If Job claims that this is his punishment, Zophar makes the counterclaim that the
retributive equilibrium necessarily means that he is wicked.
Perhaps the most significant piece of information Zophar communicates in this verse lies
in the implied merism represented through the distances in which God enacts retribution. In v. 24a
God punished the wicked at close range; he is portrayed as a combatant, possessing a sort of bronze
weapon that terrifies the wicked and causes them to flee God’s immediate presence. In v. 24b,
retribution is apparently carried out from afar, as God is depicted as a marksman firing arrows and
piercing through the wicked.740 Wilson summarizes the imagery presented in v. 24: “Like a soldier
fleeing before a warrior with an iron weapon, the wicked, seeking to avoid the consequences of
his evil, may run directly into the path of the bronze-tipped arrow of divine judgement.”741 The
judgment of God coming from near and far testifies to the inevitability and unavoidability of
retribution.742
The unavoidability of divine retribution is a familiar motif evident elsewhere in the Bible.
Isaiah portrays God destroying the land and bringing judgment upon the unfaithful. In this
prophecy he asserts the inability of any human to escape the coming wrath by proclaiming that
those who try to flee the sound of terror will fall into a pit and those who are able to climb out of

738

This reading understands  קֶ שֶ תto be a synecdoche for “arrow” as it is likely used in Isa 13:18 ( ּוקְ שָׁ תֹות נְ ָׁע ִרים
)תרט ְשנָׁה.
ְ See also Habel, Job, 319; Clines, Job 1-20, 495; Seow, Job 1-21, 859.
739
Habel, Job, 319; Hartley, Job, 307-08; Longman, Job, 270, n. 14.
740
Irony emerges when reading 20:24 in conjunction with Ps 73:14-15, where wicked draw the sword and
bend the bow to take advantage of the poor, the needy, and the upright. The psalmist concludes that just retribution
comes against the wicked through their own swords piercing their hearts, and their bow being broken. This imagery
is escalated in Zophar’s speech to depict retribution against those who take advantage of the poor and needy.
According to Zophar, God draws the divine sword and assaults the wicked. It is God’s bow and arrow that pierces
the wicked through. The idea that God causes the consequences of the wicked to resemble the wicked’s former abusive
behavior is also suggested by Bildad in 18:7-10. See discussion in section 4.2.
741
Wilson, Job, 220.
742
Pope, Job, 153; Hakham, Job, 159; Hartley, Job, 307; Clines, Job 1-20, 495; Seow, Job 1-21, 844.
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a pit will then become entangled in a snare (24:18). Isaiah contends that it is impossible to avert
due punishment and divine justice because, if the wicked were to escape one disaster, then another
of equal or more serious gravity would fall upon them.743 Amos agrees that “there is no escape
from the weapons of divine justice.”744 If, on the day of the Lord, one were to run from a lion, one
would encounter a bear. If one were to somehow escape from the presence of the bear and run
into a house, one would be bitten by a snake as soon as one set one’s hand upon a wall (5:19). 745
Seow appropriately summarizes, “there is no escaping divine hostility; death is inevitable in the
face of it.”746
But as they approach their impending death, Zophar depicts the wicked as severely
impaired. As a clear development of the scene portrayed in v. 24, in one word ()שָׁ לף,747 God is
tersely portrayed as drawing an arrow from a quiver. Then suddenly the would-be escapee is

743

Pope, Job, 153.
Hartley, Job, 307.
745
Cf. also Amos 9:1-4, which also portrays the inevitability of doom.
746
Seow, Job 1-21, 844.
747
The verb  שָׁ לףhas been difficult for commentators which has resulted in suggestions for emendation. Some
commentators adopt a reading coinciding with the OG based upon its rendering of βέλος “arrow.” Dhorme, Rowley,
and Pope accept an emendation to  שֶ לחand render the word “shaft.” Dhorme, Job, 303; Pope, Job, 153; Rowley, Job,
145. Seow disagrees that the OG is even reading  שֶ לחbut, rather, suggests that it understands  שלחas the noun *šelef
“shaft.” Seow, Job 1-21, 859. Clines accepts the MT’s rendering of  שָׁ לףand supplies the unstated direct object “it,”
referring back to an arrow shot in v. 24 and the victim withdrawing it from their wound. Clines, Job 1-20, 478.
Nevertheless, as noted by Hartley, “it is possible to that the Hebrew  שָׁ לףrefers to the entire action, from the shooting
of an arrow up to its piercing target.” Hartley, Job, 303, n. 23. Hakham references Ps 129:6 and notes that  שָׁ לףis used
intransitively in that context indicating, perhaps, a passive action. Therefore, Hakham suggests that the simple
mention of the word  שָׁ לףindicates that the weapon that is implied in v. 24b to pierce the wicked is pulled out of its
holster. Hakham states, “ שלף מנרתיקו, הדוקר את הרשע,הנשק.” This reading fits this context as it appears that Zophar
pithily describes the alacrity of the retribution brought upon the wicked as soon as God determines to enact
punishment. Hakham, Job, 159.
744
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pierced by God’s glistening arrow, which penetrates his body, proceeds into the gall, and hangs
out of his back ( ִמ ְמר ָֹׁרתֹו748 ּובָׁ ָׁרק749 ִמ ֵּגוָׁה750)ויֵצֵ א.
Though there is no explicit mention of God shooting the arrow, the firing of the weapon is
implied through the word שָׁ לף, just as the mentioning of  י ְמטֵ רin the previous verse intimates
retribution through heavenly weapons. Zophar does not mention all of the details of the retribution
portrayed in v. 24 but, rather, concisely relates what happens at the beginning and the end of the
retributive incident. The brevity in which Zophar recites this judgment (i.e., the weapon is drawn
and immediately sticks out of the back of the wicked) is telling of how efficient God is in exacting
retribution, as well as the fleeting nature of the lives of the wicked.751 The wicked are cognizant
of this, according to Zophar, who echoes the now banal statement of Eliphaz in 15:21-24.752 An
awareness of their punishment drives them not to repentance, but to constant trepidation.
Wherever evildoers go, terrors are upon them ( ָׁעלָׁיו אֵ ִמים753(י ֲהֹלְך.

748

The term  בָׁ ָׁרקchiefly means “lightning,” but can also refer to the flash of a shiny weapon (Nah 3:3; Hab
3:11; Ezek 21:15, 20, 33). Particularly important, however, are Zech 9:14 and Ps 144:6. In Zech 9:14 we encounter
the arrow of the Lord going forth (shining like) lightning ()ויהוָׁה ֲעלֵיהֶ ם י ֵָׁראֶ ה וְ יָׁצָׁ א כבָׁ ָׁרק חִ צֹו, while in Ps 144:6 the psalmist
requests that God send lightning and shoot arrows in a clear parallelism. ( ּותהֻמֵ ם
ְ ּותפִ יצֵ ם ְשלח חִ צֶ יָך
ְ )בְ רֹוק בָׁ ָׁרק. See Pope,
Job, 153; Clines, Job 1-20, 478; Seow, Job 1-21, 860. Thus in v. 25 the term  בָׁ ָׁרקseems to refer to the shiny part of
the arrow that was presumably shot in v. 24 and is now protruding from the body of the fugitive.
749
There has been some discussion concerning the word  ִמ ֵּגוָׁהbecause this is the only time this particular
spelling is encountered in the Bible—appearing only as ( ּגֵוIsa 38:17; 50:6; 51:23; Prov 10:13; 19:29; 26:3), as well
as the less common (putative) ( ּגו1 Kgs 14:9; Ezek 23:35; Neh 9:26(. Dhorme states that since  ִמ ֵּגוָׁהis absent in the
Bible,  ִמּגֵוׄ הis “indisputably preferable.” Dhorme, Job, 304. See also Ball, Job, 287; Habel, Job, 312; Clines, Job 120, 478. Hartley posits reading miggēwōh because this noun does not appear in the feminine elsewhere in the Bible.
Hartley suggests that the current text could have arisen out of a mistaken writing of the word ( ּג ֲאוָׁהPerhaps alternately
[ ֵּגוָׁהSee BDB, 145]) “pride.” Hartley, Job, 303, n. 24. Yet, the  – ָׁהdoes not necessarily need to be of concern as it is
found elsewhere with other words in Job that are intended to perhaps portray a foreign/exotic feel. See for example
the words  חִ ילָׁהin 6:10 (normally  חיִ לin Biblical Hebrew) and  ֲע ָׁננָׁהin 3:5 (usually spelled ) ָׁענָׁן. See Greenstein,
“Language of Job,” 651-66; Seow, Job 1-21, 24, 859-60. Ultimately, regardless of the phonetic configuration of גוה,
it is widely understood to mean “his back.”
750
The verb  יצאis gapped between lines a-b of v. 25 and should be understood as also applying to בָׁ ָׁרק. Seow,
Job 1-21, 860.
751
Hakham, Job, 159.
752
See section 3.1.
753
This reading understands the verb  יהֲֹלְךto be conjugated in accordance with the third person masculine
singular collective reference to the wicked as is consistent throughout the chapter. See Hakham, Job, 160. In addition,
the verb is used conditionally (GCK §159b-c) so as to indicate that wherever the wicked go, they encounter terror.
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5.2.5 The Wicked’s Portion: אָׁ דָׁ ם ָׁרשָׁ ע-—זֶה חֵ לֶקv. 29
In Job 20 Zophar depicts the cycle of the wicked obtaining ill-gotten gain by means of
exploitation of the powerless and striving to maintain possession of their illicit goods. Yet, by way
of the imagery of regurgitation, Zophar asserts that evildoers are inevitably forced to surrender
control of their goods. In addition to relinquishing their illegitimate goods, the wicked who
perpetuate their misdeeds find themselves in a precarious situation. The wicked come under God’s
surveillance, and he, in due time, takes individual vengeance upon them, bringing about their
death. God’s justice does not permit evildoers to maintain their possessions any more than it
permits them to maintain their lives.

5.3 Zophar’s Imagery in the World of the Ancient Near East
As demonstrated above, the imagery utilized by Zophar in chapter 20 to depict the
punishment of the wicked is prominent throughout portions of the Bible which relate to divine
retribution. Additionally, this imagery transcends the biblical material and is prevalent in other
ancient Near Eastern compositions, particularly the Instructions of Amenemope.754 The similarities
between this ancient Egyptian composition and Proverbs, particularly Proverbs 22:17-24:22, have
been well-noted for many years.755

However, what has not been widely observed is that

Amenemope contains literary motifs and portrays imagery shared with Job.

754

Hereafter referred to as Amenemope. For editions, see Lichtheim, AEL, 2:147-63. Lichtheim’s 1976
version is reprinted in COS I, 115-122. All quotations are taken from Lichtheim with consultation of James B.
Pritchard, ed, Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament (3d ed.; Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1969), 421-25.
755
See, for example, Michael V. Fox, "The Formation of Proverbs 22:17-23:11," WO 38 (2008): 22-37;
ANET, 421; Lichtheim, AEL, 2:147; Harold C. Washington, Wealth and Poverty in the Instruction in Amenemope and
the Hebrew Proverbs (SBLDS 142; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1994), 135-45; John A. Emerton, "The Teaching of
Amenemope and Proverbs XXII 17-XXIV 22: Further Reflections on a Long-Standing Problem," VT 51 (2001): 43165; Kent Sparks, Ancient Texts for the Study of the Hebrew Bible: A Guide to the Background Literature (Peabody,
Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 2005), 70-71. Contrarily, Susan Tower Hollis asserts that though Amenemope “was
likely known to the ancient Israelites, any relationship [to Israelite literature] would have been indirect.” "Egyptian
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More specifically, Amenemope corresponds to Job in its admonitions against abusing the
weak for material gain as well as the ephemerality of unlawful possessions. Additionally,
Amenemope, like Job, illustrates the fate of the wicked, who perpetually desire to obtain ill-gotten
gain by exploitation of the weak.

Swallowing imagery is also shared between the two

compositions to depict the inability of the wicked to retain their illicit gain. As Zophar’s imagery
is examined in light of Amenemope and excerpts from other ancient Near Eastern literature, it
becomes evident how the poet of Job masterfully uses corresponding imagery to communicate
analogous theological objectives, as well as emphasize Zophar’s unique goal of portraying God’s
intimate involvement in divine retribution.
5.3.1 Cautions against Exploiting the Disadvantaged
In Amenemope poverty is not necessarily considered misfortune and is preferable to
obtaining ill-gotten gain. In fact, the ideal person, according to the composition, is humble and
content with a meager amount of material goods.756 Therefore, the renouncing of illegitimate gain
and deception is a theme that pervades the work.757 In the case of immoral behavior, conventional
wisdom applies with regard to consequences. For example:
The boat of the greedy is left ˂in˃ the mud,
While the bark of the silent sails with the wind… 10.10-11
Guard your tongue from harmful speech,
Then you will be loved by others.
You will find your place in the house of god,
You will share in the offerings of your lord. 10.21-11.3758

Literature," in From an Antique Land: An Introduction to Ancient Near Eastern Literature (ed. Carl S. Ehrlich;
Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2009), 105.
756
See especially 9.5-8, 16.11-14, and 26.8-14. According to Miriam Lichtheim, there are two basic themes
within the composition: 1) “the depiction of the ideal man, the ‘silent man’ and his adversary, the ‘heated man,’ and
2) an “exhortation to honesty and warnings against dishonesty.” Lichtheim, AEL, 2:146-47.
757
See for example, “God hates the falsifier of words, he greatly abhors the dissembler.” 10.11-12. Ibid.,
2.154.
758
Ibid., 2:153.
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A most explicit statement is found in 17.5:
Do good and you will prosper.759
Thus, Amenemope shares the paradigm of remuneration that Job’s friends exhort
throughout their speeches. Bildad (8:8-10), Eliphaz (15:10, 18–19), and Zophar (20:4–5) base the
foundation of their claims pertaining to retribution upon ancient tradition, which asserts that
wisdom is old and consequently impeccable. Though Amenemope does not decidedly rely upon
ancient tradition per se, the vestiges of reward in accordance with traditional wisdom which appear
in the aforementioned lines are key to understanding the approach to the behavioral guidance
outlined in the composition.
Straightway in Amenemope there is an exhortation to refrain from brazenness toward the
vulnerable:
Beware of robbing a wretch,
Of attacking a cripple;
Don’t stretch out your hand to touch an old man,
Nor ˹open your mouth˺ to an elder. (2.4-7)760
The same concern for the weak and needy that is present in Job 20:10, 19 is displayed in
these lines. Chapter 6 of Amenemope similarly calls for respecting the defenseless:
Do not move the markers on the border of the fields,
Nor shift the position of the measuring-cord.
Do not be greedy for a cubit of land,
Nor encroach on the boundaries of the widow. (7.11-15)761
759

Ibid., 2:156. Antonio Loprieno and Harold Washington suggest that the belief in a connection between
properly behaving and earthly success begins waning towards the end of the Ramesside era in which Amenemope was
composed. See Antonio Loprieno, "Theodicy in Ancient Egyptian Texts," in Theodicy in the World of the Bible (eds.
Antti Laato and Johannes C. de Moor; Boston: Brill, 2003), 53, as well as, Washington, Wealth and Poverty, 101.
Whereas the concept of divine retribution may not be as prevalent in Amenemope as it is in some biblical literature,
the aforementioned quotations demonstrate that there are remnants of this paradigm in Amenemope.
760
Amenemope teaches that profit is obtained when one is not striving to seize control of possessions. For
example, see: “Do not grasp and you’ll find profit” (6.15), as well as “Do not strain to seek increase, what you have
let it suffice you” (9.14-15). Working honestly is the way one should obtain goods: “Plow your fields and you’ll find
what you need, you’ll receive bread from your threshing-floor” (8.17-18). The humble are to be content with what
they have without perpetually striving for possessions: “Do not rejoice in wealth from theft, nor complain of being
poor” (10.6-7). Lichtheim, AEL, 2:151-53.
761
Ibid., 2:151.
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Comparable admonitions exist in Akkadian wisdom compositions found at Ugarit. Šimâ
Milka762 more overtly incorporates an aspect of traditional wisdom,763 and bears similar
instructions to those that are found in Amenemope and Job. In this composition a father commands
his son to reject exploitation:
mārī itti ša iṭe‹nnū›! ṭêna ē tamlula

My son do not plunder from those who
grind flour (for food rations),

luppun eṭūli itti šībūtī ē tēpuša

Impoverish neither young nor old.
Lines 57-58764

Ugaritic version I of the Ballad of Early Rulers further instructs against taking advantage
of the needy stating:
šēṭūt enši mamma la ileqqe
mār ḫummura mār lāsima ibaʼa
mār šarî ana mār lapni qāssu itarraṣ

One should not treat the weak
contemptuously,
The cripple may overtake the runner,
The rich may beg the poor.
Lines 33’, 35’, 37’765

Another example of this concern for the less fortunate in the ancient Near East is apparent
in Kirta. Toward the end of the composition, after Kirta has been in declining health, his eldest
son, not knowing that he has been healed, attempts to usurp his throne. In stating the reasons that
Kirta should abdicate the throne, his son blames him of the following misconduct:
ltdn / dn / almnt .

You don’t pursue the widow’s case,

762

Also commonly known as “The Instructions of Šūpê-amēli” and “The Wisdom of Šūpê-amēli.”
Quotations and transliteration of Šimâ Milka taken from Cohen, Wisdom from the Late Bronze Age, 84-101, compared
with, Victor Avigdor Hurowitz, "The Wisdom of Šūpê-amēli," in Wisdom Literature in Mesopotamia and Israel (ed.
Richard J. Clifford; SBLSymS 36; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2007), 37-51, Hurowitz's translation is
located on pp. 45-51.
763
See lines 68-69 which state, “Since the days of old, (thus) our ancestors established, Our fathers shared
counsel…” Cohen, Wisdom from the Late Bronze Age, 91.
764
Ibid., 88-89.
765
Ibid., 137. Line 39’ might suggest that the emphasis in context is upon the potential that there could be a
future turn of events that might suddenly make the fortunate needy. This idea is strikingly present in a bilingual
Sumerian/Akkadian proverb found at Ugarit which states, “A son of a wealthy man stretches out his hand toward the
son of a poor man.” Alster, Wisdom of Ancient Sumer, 326. What is particularly interesting about this proverb is the
emphasis placed upon the children of the rich and the poor, and thereby reverberating with Job 20:20.
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ltṯpṭ / ṯpṭ qṣr / npš
ltdy / ṯšm ʻl . dl .
lpnk /ltšlḥm . ytm .
bʻd / kslk . almnt .

You don’t take up the wretched’s claim.
You don’t expel the poor’s oppressor.
You don’t feed the orphan who faces you,
Nor the widow who stands at your back.
Column VI, Lines 45-50766

Though these claims against Kirta prove false, and he subsequently curses his son,767 it is
evident that oppression of society’s less fortunate is depicted as a breach of civility that is indeed
worthy of reproof.
According to Amenemope, there are indeed consequences for one who commits evil by
exploiting the weak. Such a person is carried off in a flood similar to the flowing waters that
carry off the wicked and their possessions in Job 20:28.768
He who does evil, the shore rejects him,
Its floodwater carries him away. (4.12-13)769
The person who commits this type of iniquity is characterized as an “oppressor of the
weak.”
Recognize him who does this on earth;
He is an oppressor of the weak… (8.1-2)770
This again echoes Zophar’s statement to Job regarding the wicked in 20:19 who oppress
and abandon the poor. The sufferer in the Theodicy similarly observes the immoral who take
advantage of the weak, and persecute the powerless by depriving them of their vital resources:
ušappalū dunnamâ ša la īšu ḫibilta
uraqqū išpikku ša pisnuqu tiʼûssu
ulāla ibbatū idarrisū lū lē’â

They also humiliate the pitiable man who
does no harm.
They empty the grain-bin, the food of a
weak man,
They destroy the helpless and trample upon
the powerless.771 Lines 268, 272, 274

766

Greenstein, “Kirta,” 41. See also Greenstein, “Wisdom Written in Ugaritic,” 79-80, where Greenstein
notes the connection between the accusations in Kirta and Eliphaz's subsequent allegations against Job in 22:6-9.
767
Greenstein, "Kirta," 10.
768
This is one of the two potential interpretations of this verse. See section 5.2.3.2.3.
769
Lichtheim, AEL, 2:150.
770
Ibid., 2.151.
771
Oshima, Babylonian Theodicy, 16, 25.
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In light of these excerpts, it is apparent that Zophar’s theology has affinities not only with
the biblical material, which prohibits the exploitation of the weak, but also with ancient Near
Eastern literature. The ancient Near Eastern literature proves to be quite diverse, having been
written in a variety of languages in different locations. Thus, ignoring or impoverishing the poor
is a problematic issue, not only for the writers of the biblical text but also for other ancient Near
Eastern cultures.
Nevertheless, further comparison between Zophar’s speech and comparable ancient Near
Eastern literature reveals that it is more than simply literary or theological motifs that are shared.
These compositions also use similar imagery to communicate their respective theological
objectives. This is notably the case between Zophar and Amenemope in terms of how they both
use imagery of swallowing to relate the inability of illicit gain to remain in the possession of the
wicked.
5.3.2 The Temporality of Illicit Possessions
Like Zophar in Job 20:10, Amenemope upholds the claim that the unethical deeds of the
immoral financially affect the next generation. In agreement with Zophar, neither the exploiter
nor his children will be able to maintain their ill-gotten possessions:
His wealth will be seized from his children’s hands,
His possessions will be given to another. (8.7-8)772
Corresponding to this warning, chapter 7 provides Amenemope’s most extensive
exhortation not to set one’s heart upon obtaining wealth. Those who dishonestly obtain physical
possessions will surely lose them:
If riches come to you by theft,
They will not stay the night with you.
Comes day they are not in your house,
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Their place is seen but they’re not there;
Earth opened its mouth, leveled them, swallowed them,
And made them sink into dat.773
They made a hole as big as their size,
And sank into the netherworld;
They made themselves wings like geese,
And flew away to the sky. (9.16-10.5)774
The thematic correspondence between this section and Job 20:18, 21, where Zophar claims
that the wicked will not ultimately prosper, is conspicuous. However, Zophar’s related claim
regarding the wicked having to return their possessions corresponds to Amenemope at the level of
imagery related to swallowing.
5.3.3 Imagery of Swallowing in Amenemope
The most noticeable correlation between Amenemope and Zophar’s speech in Job 20 at the
level of imagery appears in Amenemope, chapter 11. This chapter begins with a simple admonition
to stay away from the property of a poor person:
Do not covet a poor man’s goods,
Nor hunger for his bread. (14.5-6)775
It is clear that the poor man’s goods in the first line of this statement correspond to the poor
man’s bread in the second line. The poor man’s goods, which are metaphorically referred to as
food, are assumed to be the subject throughout the rest of the chapter. The wicked man cannot
“swallow” the poor man’s goods—that is, keep them in his possession—because obtaining this
type of gain by exploiting the poor is repulsive:
A poor man’s goods are a block in the throat,
It makes the gullet vomit. (14.7-8)776
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This statement depicts imagery nearly identical to that of Job 20:15 in which the wicked
person is forced—in that case by God—to vomit up the ill-gotten gain. The imagery connected to
illicit gain and eating continues in Amenemope and likens the lying person to a hungry deceiver
who erroneously follows the cravings of his insatiable belly:
He who makes gain by lying oaths,
His heart is misled by his belly. (14.9-10)777
The belly of the deceitful person unremittingly longs for more and more “bread” just like
the greedy overeater depicted by Zophar in 20:23. The intemperate person in Amenemope can
only put bread into his mouth and yet, cannot ingest (maintain) his gain. As soon as the evildoer
swallows, he vomits and is left without anything:
The big mouthful of bread—you swallow, you vomit it,
And you are emptied of your gain. (14.17-18)778
Not only is the act of regurgitation here similar to that in Job 20:15, but the imagery also
corresponds to Job 20:18 in that the evildoer cannot keep any of his possessions figuratively down.
He cannot enjoy his wealth and is eventually stripped of everything (Job 20:26, 28).

5.4 Zophar’s Imagery in Context: Two Observations
After reviewing the corresponding themes and imagery in Amenemope and other ancient
Near Eastern texts, there are several observations that lend insight into how one might be able to
read Zophar’s claims in Job 20. Therefore, two notable issues are considered below in light of the
excerpts surveyed above. First, ancient Near Eastern texts clarify Zophar’s claim that Job corruptly
obtained his former possessions. Secondly, the texts further corroborate Zophar’s ardent belief in
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just retribution theology and, through corresponding terminology and imagery, squarely place
Zophar in an ancient Near Eastern cognitive environment.
5.4.1 Job’s Wealth
Understanding the book of Job as part of the larger corpus of ancient Near Eastern
literature, including Amenemope, one might come to a previously unforeseen conclusion with
regard to Job’s wealth. As Zophar straightforwardly responds to Job’s comments and complaints,
he seems to incorporate aspects of Job’s self-description into his own depiction of the wicked,779
thereby accusing Job of being wicked. Thus, Zophar has not simply made a general speech about
the perceived fate of the wicked, but he has indicted Job as one of them, implying that Job
approached life as an evildoer prior to his retribution. If this is the case, what does the imagery
used by Zophar imply with respect to Job’s former wealth?
Studying Job alongside ancient Near Eastern literature—especially Amenemope—shows
that Zophar uses well-known imagery from this environment to accuse Job of having obtained his
former possessions through exploitation of the defenseless. The evidence for this claim lies in the
fact that Job is devoid of his possessions. In presenting the wicked person as one who has lost his
possessions (i.e., by way of vomiting them up)— after the prologue Job is devoid of his
possessions—Job’s friend seems to be suggesting that he may have dishonestly obtained his former
wealth.
The usage of shared imagery with Amenemope by Zophar to suggest that anyone who has
lost wealth lost it because it was ill-gotten, depicts one of the main disputes between Job and his
companions as to whether it is possible to judge one’s character based upon one’s set of
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circumstances. Though a loss of wealth could potentially be a consequence of attaining ill-gotten
gain, it does not follow that a loss of wealth necessarily implies that wealth was ill-gotten.780
Zophar is apparently making an illogical suggestion based upon his preconceived view of justice,
and what this looks like in terms of financial prosperity. This text is an occasion on which the poet
of Job uses well-known imagery to further convey Zophar’s strict adherence to the theology of just
retribution—despite his faulty logic.
5.4.2 Just Retribution in Job
A comprehensive reading of Job in its biblical context repeatedly leads to reevaluating its
claims concerning the doctrine of retribution. From the commencement of the prologue, the reader
observes that Job is not deserving of such great misfortune.781 This impression is seemingly
confirmed when Job’s children (42:13-16), affluence (42:10, 12), and health (42:17)782 are restored
to him in the prologue. Nevertheless, throughout Zophar’s discourse he embraces the doctrine of
just retribution, using brilliant rhetoric and imagery that distinctly conform to his ancient Near
Eastern setting, to chide his companion.
The poet of Job, however, does not always use imagery prevalent in the ancient Near East
for the same theological purposes. In particular, some of the shared imagery between Job and
Amenemope is distinctly used by the poet of Job to emphasize one of Zophar’s most significant
theological beliefs. According to Zophar, God alone renders specific, retributive justice to
evildoers.
Zophar uses the imagery of swallowing and vomiting to prove this point. In Amenemope,
the earth swallows the ill-gotten gain in order to communicate that illicit goods do not last. When
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an evildoer tries to swallow the possessions of a poor person, he somewhat mysteriously cannot
keep them down. There is no specific agent mentioned for vomiting in the context of this
statement. In Job, however, the wicked strive to swallow their illicit possessions and God is
explicitly stated to be the cause of the vomiting. In addition to the specific mentioning of God, the
justification for the retribution is stated—the wicked are oppressors of the less fortunate.
According to Zophar, it is exclusively God who brings justice in causing the wicked to lose their
gain.783
In addition to the imagery of swallowing and vomiting, Zophar uses imagery related to the
floodwaters differently from the way it is used in Amenemope. In Amenemope the evil person is
carried away by floodwaters in an anonymous judgment because of his deeds. However, in Job
the floodwaters that carry away the wicked and their possessions are clearly depicted as being an
instrument of God’s wrath.
Lastly, the imagery related to flying away is distinctively used in Job. Amenemope depicts
riches flying away in order to demonstrate the inability of maintaining wealth by theft. 784 Zophar,
on the other hand, applies the imagery of flight to the wicked (i.e., their death). In Job, flying away
out of sight is a consequence caused by God upon the wicked as opposed to an arbitrary
punishment upon their possessions.
Ultimately, Zophar uses this imagery to demonstrate that, in his retributive theology-laden
paradigm, the individual is held personally responsible by God (vv. 15, 23, 28b, 29). The poet of
Job employed similar imagery to that which is found in Amenemope to suit the major theological
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emphasis of Job’s friends—Job is indeed the one responsible for all of the disasters that befell him
and that God enacts personal retribution against him. It is not “the Moon”785 recognizing the
misconduct of the wicked’s crime,786 or the “might of the Moon”787 catching the evildoer as
depicted in Amenemope. Rather, Zophar uses similar imagery to that found in Amenemope to
suggest that God might be judging Job.

5.5 Conclusion
Reading Zophar’s speech in the light of comparable imagery from ancient Near Eastern
compositions that treat the issue of just retribution demonstrates how much Zophar’s imagery,
theological concerns, and rhetoric fit within his ancient Near Eastern context. In Job 20, Zophar
uses well-known ancient Near Eastern imagery, especially as employed in Amenemope, and crafts
this language to fulfill his theological and polemic objectives. Through this, Zophar’s contention
emerges that Job unlawfully obtained his former possessions. Additionally, Zophar reapplies some
of the images shared with Amenemope to shed light upon, and ultimately reshape, certain aspects
of the doctrine of just retribution—namely, to personalize the retribution that stems from God and
proceeds straightaway to the intended victim, ultimately resulting in his death.
Both Bildad and Zophar admit that the wicked can occasionally experience prosperity, but
insist that this prosperity is short-lived and culminates in a tragic demise. Conversely, Bildad and
Zophar never fairly propose the logical antithesis of their belief—the temporary suffering of the
righteous.788 Job, however, is now at the point where his is contemplating, perhaps, an implausible
extreme—that the wicked never suffer. This claim is anything but groundless to Job, as it is firmly

785

The specific reference here is to the Egyptian god Thoth. Lichtheim, AEL, 2:162, n. 4. See R. L. Vos,
“Thoth,” DDD, 861-64.
786
Ibid., 2:150, see chapter 4, lines 18-19.
787
Ibid., 2:151.
788
Longman, Job, 271.

218

based upon his and other people’s experience. The wicked prosper. Job has seen it. Others have
seen it. If God indeed maintains some sort of organized system of retribution, it either does not
apply in Job’s situation, or it is completely partisan—favoring the wicked. This is what Job is
compelled to make clear in chapter 21, in his manifesto on the prosperity of the wicked.
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6 The Prosperity of the Wicked According to Job—Job 21
Up to this point in the dialogue, Job has, for the most part, made protest to God by
questioning any potentially just reason for his profound misfortune. Despite predominantly
addressing God, Job has also blasted his companions for their lack of support.

He

straightforwardly declares their worthlessness and their failure to perform their role as friends
(16:1-5; 19:2-5).789 Nevertheless, the thrust of Job’s speeches in the second round of the dialogue
(chapters 16-17, 19) has not been aimed exclusively at deconstructing the companions’ perception
of just retribution.
Throughout Job’s complaint he has preserved his dignity before God, while never claiming
perfection. Job cannot declare his own sinlessness any more than he can accept his friends’
accusations that his circumstances are universal consequences of wrongdoing. Ironically, Job’s
uprightness prevents him from accepting that the degree to which misfortune has come upon him
is proportionate to his misdeeds. Job knows that this admission would be untrue. With equal
irony, however, Job’s companions’ appeals to God’s sovereign retribution upon the sinner have
proven them disloyal. They considered it pious to invoke the Almighty’s system of governance in
their discussion with Job, yet in doing so they have overlooked their responsibility to heed Job’s
statements. Their boorish justifications of Job’s suffering, rather than empathizing with him (cf.
2:11), have permitted them to conveniently evade the authentic theological issues Job presents.
Understandably, Job has not perceived his companions’ dogma to be pertinent to his
situation. This is evident in Job’s never presenting a straightforward rebuttal to his friends’
sustained fixation upon the doctrine of the punishment upon the wicked during the second round
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of speeches. To Job, there is nothing just in his situation with regard to just retribution as it is
explained by Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar. Similarly, there also appears to be nothing wise about
the traditional wisdom to which they appeal.
Thus, Job has mostly confronted God regarding his perceived injustice and has resolutely
petitioned the Almighty to appear and fairly judge. Job’s responses have stemmed from an
overwhelming state of personal grief, which has provoked honest, yet provocative, responses
directed at God concerning his situation. As Job’s friends increasingly mentioned the fate of the
wicked, and the more they suggested that Job should be included in their company, the more Job
seemed to focus his attention inward or toward God.
Yet, Job has also been paying keen attention to his friends’ comments.790

Job’s

attentiveness is manifest in chapter 21—his final speech of the second round—where he alas takes
pains to address the arguments of his friends concerning their perceived fate of the wicked, and
his inclusion in their company. Job’s response to Eliphaz’s (15:20ff.), Bildad’s (18:5ff.), and
Zophar’s (20:5ff.) speeches is a calculated and definitive rejoinder against their dogma of just
retribution, which they base upon traditional wisdom to identify the wicked791—with the result
they accuse Job of transgression. In his rebuttal, Job conspicuously alludes to the major motifs,
imagery, and language used by his companions throughout their speeches to refute their
speculations concerning the destiny of the wicked and its applicability to his situation.792
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6.1 Job’s Appeal to Experience—A Superior Standard of Reality
Unlike the speculative theorizing of Job’s friends concerning the reason for his suffering,
Job is interested in the actual reasons for his agony. Job’s unawareness of the heavenly scene of
the prologues, as well as the impending whirlwind speeches, prevent him from providing a
qualified answer up to this point. He has thereby been compelled to express only what he has
determined through his personal experience—as this is the only empirical evidence he can muster.
Job communicates his experiences, for example, in 9:22-24, where he is forced to claim that God
perverts justice,793 while in 10:3 Job accuses God of favoring the counsel of the wicked.794 God’s
approval of the schemes of the wicked is expressed by Job depicting God destroying him through
hunting and devouring him (10:8, 12-14). In addition, Job experiences the apex of injustice in that
God delivers Job into the hand of a band of people who are indeed wicked. These men, in turn,
physically abuse Job (16:10-11).795 Because of his experience, Job is sure that his friends are
misguided by their conventional reasoning, derived from their mutual authority—tradition. Thus,
in chapter 21, Job diverts attention from the quixotic tradition of his friends to a pragmatic
experiential perspective.796
In order to confute the arguments of his friends, Job must cripple the foundations upon
which they rest.797 Job challenges his companions’ a priori reasoning by contending that their
assertions are at variance, not only with what he has communicated regarding his personal
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experience—but even with universal reality798 as witnessed by those outside their community. Job
contends that prosperity does not necessarily mean that someone is righteous because basic life
experience testifies to the fact that the wicked indeed prosper. Thus, if in God’s divine governance
the wicked can—and do—prosper, then it is not beyond reason that a righteous person might
suffer.799 If Job could merely convince his friends that there is one exception to their dogmatism,
then perhaps, it might be Job himself. This point seems to be at the core of Job’s disputation in
chapter 21.

6.2 Job’s Intertextual Considerations
It is instinctive for the reader to strive to understand the rhetoric of Job’s response in chapter
21 within the context of the dialogues. In order for Job to challenge his friends’ positions, he must
critique and, therefore, allude to much of the previous discussion. Additionally, an examination
of Job’s rebuttal within the context of the entire book reveals that Job’s rejoinder actually connotes
his former, personal situation as revealed in the prologue and other comments Job makes
throughout his prior speeches. Analyzing Job’s discourse regarding the prosperity of the wicked
in light of his personal situation as depicted in chapters 1-2 provides a fresh understanding of Job’s
interactions with his friends’ accusations. In pointing out aspects of the prosperity of the wicked,
Job reveals the manner in which his companions have alluded to his personal situation in order to
accuse him. Thus, Job counters his classification as wicked not by simply denying guilt, but by
pointing out that experience indicates that the wicked indeed experience their former blessings.
The outcry against the perceived prosperity of the wicked is particularly evident in biblical
wisdom literature and the Psalms. Naturally, similar imagery and rhetoric are used in these texts
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to articulate comparable views to those expressed in Job, but this is particularly evident in Job 21.
Notwithstanding this, the issue of the fate of the wicked also engages the literature of the ancient
Near East, as noted throughout the previous chapters. Reading several of these compositions in
conjunction with this chapter—namely, the Sumerian wisdom text The Instructions of Ur-Ninurta
and the Babylonian wisdom text The Babylonian Theodicy—proves helpful in understanding the
biblical imagery, as well as providing an amplified view into the ancient Near Eastern thoughtworld within which the book of Job was written. Accordingly, this analysis of Job 21 pays keen
attention to understanding Job’s dispute, not simply within the contexts of the dialogues—or even
just the book—but also in the rhetorical context of the Psalms, biblical wisdom literature, and
ancient Near Eastern compositions.

6.3 Introduction: Job’s Appeal for Quiet Consolation—vv. 2-5
Job’s companions initially appear on the scene with the intent of comforting him (לְ נחֲמֹו
[2:11]). In 15:11, Eliphaz suggests that Job should consider his friends’ dialogues—that is to say,
their explanations of the doctrine of just retribution800—as genuine consolations ().

801

תנְ חּומֹות אֵ ל

Deeming this comment utterly ludicrous, Job counters in 16:2 by playing on his friends’ rhetoric
and communicating that, instead of considering their words consolations ()תנְ חּומֹות, he considers
them comforters who only bring about misery ()מנחֲמֵ י ָׁעמָׁ ל.
ְ 802
Broaching his friends’ supposed consolations anew in 21:2, Job pleads for his companions
to simply remain quiet and heed his discourse ((ש ְמעּו שָׁ מֹוע ִמל ִָׁתי,
ִ 803 even if Job’s comments would
potentially confound their reasoning.804 If the companions were to desist in striving to provide
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consolations, and grant him their sincere attention, that alone would provide enough consolation
for Job to experience a bit of relief (ז ֹאת תנְ חּומֹ תֵ יכֶם-[ ְת ִהיv. 2])805—perhaps more consolation than
anything they have said up to this point in the dialogues.806 Nevertheless, if past conversation is
any indication of how future discourse will proceed, Job is aware that there is no chance he can
convince his friends to simply listen. Job has not been consoled—at least not by these friends—
and has abandoned the idea of solace through these inadequate sympathizers. Job merely desires
to be heard, and so he grants his comrades permission to mock on,807 but only after they
momentarily indulge him by enduring his speech (808[ שָׁ אּונִ י וְ אָׁ נֹ כִ י אֲדבֵ ר וְ אחר דבְ ִרי תלְ עִ יגv. 3]). They
are unaware that Job is aiming to destroy the foundations of their theological understanding of
divine retribution.
Job speaks up in v. 4. But instead of lamenting the worthlessness of his earthy “comforters”
(16:2), he puts rhetorical questions to his friends to remind them that his primary complaint is
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actually against God.809 “Is my complaint against a man?” (810 ִשיחִ י812 לְ אָׁ דָׁ ם811[ הֶ אָׁ נֹ כִ יv. 4a]), Job
asks, implying that he never needed his friends to respond to his ordeal, but rather, to console him
as he endured his personal anguish. As Job struggled with the severity of the calamity that befell
him as a pure and upright man ([ תָׁ ם וְ יָׁשָׁ רJob 1:1, 8; 2:3]), and the drastic implications his situation
had upon his perception of the character of God, his companions imprudently assumed to know
the reason behind and solution to his state of affairs. As Job persisted in disputing their theological
solution, and hence, not following their guidance, his friends became increasingly frustrated, more
stringent in their conclusions, and consequently harsher in their accusations.

Now Job is

compelled to directly engage his companions’ wrongheadedness.
Job’s personal experience as a self-perceived victim of divine injustice has caused such
frustration that in v. 4b he asks another rhetorical question: “And if [my complaint were to a man],
why should I not be impatient (813רּוחי
ִ תקְ צר-ֹא
ִ מדּוע ל-814 ”?)וְ ִאםIn other words, if Job were to have
addressed his friends, they would have offered him no constructive guidance and hence, he would
have every right to be distressed. In addition to this, Job despairs of any justice at all because, to
his dismay, his opponent, God, is also the cause of his distress.815
Approaching his breaking point, Job commands his friends to put store in their senses
instead of in their loyalty to an inapplicable tradition. Perhaps at one point Job may have been
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Dhorme, Job, 309. See also Hartley, Job, 311.
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more open to their guidance,816 but now he pleads for his friends to be moved by observation and
experience. Job directs his companions to turn, look at him and be astonished (817אֵ לי וְ הָׁ שמּו-(פְ נּו
that, despite their instruction, he is still in a horrendous state of being. Therefore, Job desires that
his friends look upon him “as a human face and not just as an occasion for theological talk.”818
Job hopes, upon his friends seeing his shredded and putrid skin (2:7-8; 7:5; 30:28, 30), his
gauntness (17:7; 19:20), and, perhaps, smelling his odious breath (19:8)—that just maybe, by his
friends once again beholding the disfigured man over whom they once wept (2:12)— they would
finally listen (819פֶה-[ וְ ִשימּו יָׁד עלv. 5b]) and become convinced that he is actually in dire need of
their compassion, and not of their opinions. As Wilson states, “(t)o look at Job, to really see his
suffering and to empathize with his plight, is to be astounded by the lack of congruence between
the theory of retribution and Job’s actual experience.”820
Job’s appeal is indeed for naught. Job’s friends certainly will not heed their experience,
Job’s experience, or anyone else’s for that matter.821 Despite imminent disappointment at the
hands of his presumptuous friends, Job is constrained to address the major conflict that has
developed between their theology and his experience by appealing to universal observations. For
this speech, Job finally shifts the plane of his argument from the vertical directed at the divine, to
the horizontal, addressing his companions and presenting argumentation which, in theory, should
be the coups de grâce of their retributive ideology.
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Cf. 6:24. Nevertheless by the end of the first round of speeches, Job is already asking for quiet so that he
might be able to speak (cf. 13:13).
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The hiphil second person plural imperative construction  הָׁ שמּוis a unique form in the Hebrew Bible and
one might expect a ṣere in the second syllable as opposed to the patach. Nevertheless, the patach is not completely
unconventional in this form, as is noted in GKC §67.v, thereby making emendation unnecessary. Dhorme suggests
that the hiphil form  הָׁ שמּוtakes on a meaning comparable to that of the niphal in 18:20, making the verb intransitive,
and providing good sense to the phrase אֵ לי וְ הָׁ שמּו-פְ נּו. Dhorme, Job, 309.
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6.4 The Prosperity of the Wicked—vv. 6-34
Job’s friends have advanced a thesis which alleges that sin produces suffering. They have
inferred from this premise that suffering, therefore, proves sin.822 In Job’s speeches, he has
explicitly questioned the applicability of the first assumption to his personal situation, and has
denied the second presumption. Now Job unequivocally opposes his friends’ presumptions by
challenging their claims, which depict the life of a righteous person as attractive and carefree,823
and the wicked experiencing misfortune. Job is particularly concerned that God’s moral system is
so corrupt that the wicked enjoy the life that tradition promises for the righteous.824 In 21:6-34,
Job presents empirical evidence consisting of his own and others’ personal testimonies, to
demonstrate that the prosperity of the wicked confounds his comrades’ simplistic theological
reasoning, as well as demonstrates its inapplicability to his situation.
6.4.1 The Thriving of the Wicked—vv. 6-7, 13, 17-18
6.4.1.1 Job’s Alarm at the Life of the Wicked—vv. 6-7
Upon Job considering the implications of his following statements, he is stricken with such
horror (זָׁכ ְר ִתי וְ נִ ְבהָׁ לְ ִתי- )וְ ִאםthat his body is overtaken by intense shuddering (825)וְ אָׁ חז בְ שָׁ ִרי פלָׁצּות. Job
communicates in v. 7 what he recalls that causes him dismay to the point of trembling. Drawing
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Andersen, Job, 214.
Ibid., 215.
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Hakham notes the syntactical resemblance between  אָׁ חז בְ שָׁ ִרי פלָׁצּותand ( וְ ק ְדמֹ נִ ים אָׁ חֲזּו שָׁ ער18:20) and
observes that these types of sayings exchange the holder and that which is being held. Hakham further claims that
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synonymous with, “My body shudders”). Hakham, Job, 163, n. 3. It is certainly reasonable to suggest that these
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 אָׁ חזto be  בְ שָׁ ִריand interpret the phrase to say, “My flesh seizes trembling.” This reading retains the meaning of the
similar idiom in 18:20 but also eliminates the potential disharmony in gender between the subject and the verb. See
Clines, Job 21-37, 506; Seow, Job 1-21, 880.
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upon personal experience,826 he casts a series of rhetorical questions expressing his displeasure
and confusion of his situation. Job asks, “Why do the wicked thrive ( ”?)מדּוע ְרשָׁ עִ ים ִיחְ יּוHe
continues with, “Why do the wicked grow strong (827 ”?([מדּוע ְרשָׁ עִ ים] ע ְָׁתקּוHe concludes by asking,
“Why do the wicked grow powerful (ּגָׁבְ רּו חָׁ יִל-”? ([מדּוע ְרשָׁ עִ ים] ּגם828
Job’s personal hurt is evident in asking why the wicked are able to grow powerful ( ּגָׁבְ רּו
)חָׁ יִ ל. One of the ways in which the related phrase  ּגׅ בוׄ ר חיׅ לis used in the Bible is to refer to a person
who is successful and respected. This is evident, for example, in the description of Boaz in Ruth
2:1 ((ּולְ ָׁנע ֳִמי מידע [מֹודָׁ ע] לְ ִאישָׁ ה ִאיש ּגִ בֹור חיִ ל.829 Job is also portrayed as formerly being wealthy (1:3,
16-17) as well as respected (29:7-15). Yet, according to Job, it is the wicked who continue to
flourish in their strength and wealth, whereas he has lost both.
Ironically, Job expresses no trepidation over his friends’ first veiled, now overt, supposed
divinely supported threats of retribution. Job is not even dismayed because of the horrendous
circumstances that have befallen him (contra Eliphaz in 4:5 [)] ִתּגע עָׁדֶ יָך ו ִתבָׁ הֵ ל. Job trembles in fear
because of what the happy life for the wicked implies about how God governs the world.830 God’s
governance is blatantly unjust. Thus, Job puts forth these rhetorical questions at the outset of his
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This is implied by Job’s remembering ( )זָׁכ ְר ִתיthose things upon which he expounds in vv. 6-34. See
Wilson, Job, 224. Edwin Good also makes the interesting observation that Job does not ask whether the wicked
prosper, but why the wicked indeed prosper. Edwin M. Good, "The Problem of Evil in the Book of Job," in The Voice
from the Whirlwind: Interpreting the Book of Job (eds. Leo Perdue and W. Clark Gilpin; Nashville: Abingdon Press,
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Some commentators have suggested that  עתקis used in this context to mean that the wicked are able to
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and Ugaritic cognates. Hartley, Job, 313, n. 9; Clines, Job 21-37, 506, 525; Longman, Job, 276. Nevertheless, the
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Hakham, Job, 164.
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For commentators who have deduced similar implications with regard to Job’s dismay in v. 6, see Rowley,
Job, 147; Clines, Job 21-37, 506, 524-525.
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pointed, verbal assault on his companions’ insistent declarations of the imminent, life-threatening
retribution that befalls the wicked.831
Job’s companions have demonstrated the audacity to claim that the wicked perish in the
face of their friend, who gradually wastes away before their eyes. For all intents and purposes,
Job has no chance at ever living a vibrant life. Indeed, he seems to be approaching a premature
death—a clear indication of wickedness in keeping with his friends’ viewpoint. Job counters that
the wicked, however, show no signs of death—an observation that causes Job to implore his friends
to reconsider their paradigm.
6.4.1.1.1 Jeremiah’s Affinity to Job
Throughout Job’s questioning, he demonstrates a close affinity to other biblical characters
who have expressed extreme misgivings over the injustice of the thriving lives of the wicked, from
a position of personal suffering. Most notably, Jeremiah’s experiences compelled him to petition
for divine intervention against the prosperity of the wicked (12:3). While Jeremiah’s enemies
devised murderous schemes against him (11:19), thereby causing him intense anguish, he
repeatedly trusted in God’s righteousness (11:20; 20:12). Nevertheless, despite Jeremiah’s appeal
to the righteous character of God, he does not perceive that God legitimately remunerates people
according to their conduct (12:1; cf., 17:10)—especially the wicked. As Greenstein points out,
“Jeremiah’s expression of distress over the prosperity of the wicked follows upon his account of
having been the victim of an assassination plot. His accusation of God is barely removed from the
personal provocation that seems to have prompted it.”832 Therefore, with his life in jeopardy by
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See Eliphaz’s confident affirmation discussed in chapter 3 that the wicked live in dire anticipation of
deadly retribution by the hand of God (15:20-24, 30, 32). Bildad likewise suggests that terror is characteristic of the
life of all of the wicked and notably claims, through the imagery of light and darkness, that the lives of the wicked are
cut short (18:5-6, 18 [see section 4.1]). Zophar similarly depicts the wicked dying before their time (20:11) as well
as contending that the joy of the wicked is fleeting (20:5 [see section 5.2.1]). Job proceeds to argue that these assertions
are reprehensible in light of the empirical evidence of the prosperity of the wicked.
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Greenstein, “Jeremiah as an Inspiration,” 104.
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the hands of these very wicked, the prophet questions God concerning why their way (i.e. life)
inevitably prospers ([ מדּוע דֶ ֶרְך ְרשָׁ עִ ים צָׁ לֵחָׁ ה12:1]).
Jeremiah unquestionably would have benefitted from a just system of retribution were one
to have been operative in his situation. Yet as Jeremiah faithfully pursued his call as prophet, he
was the victim of a conspiracy (18:18, 22), suffered social (20:7-8; 26:8-15) and physical
persecution (20:2), was falsely accused (37:11-16), was placed in jail despite being innocent
(38:14-28), and feared for his life at the hands of evildoers (11:19, 18:23, 38:4). While the prophet
endured the hardship of being God’s servant, those evildoers who mistreated him were privileged
with peaceful lives irrespective of their treachery (בֹ גְ דֵ י בָׁ גֶד-[ שָׁ לּו כָׁל12:1]). Nevertheless, as in Job’s
case, there appears to be no invariable method of discerning why the wicked experience good
fortune, and, therefore, Jeremiah and Job both implicate God in their grievance and are
unambiguous in pointing out that God is completely responsible for this injustice. It is God who
has firmly planted the wicked who took root and produced fruit (עָׁשּו פ ִֶרי-שֹ ָׁרשּו יֵלְ כּו ּגם-נְ טעְ תָׁ ם ּגם
[12:2]). Hence, Jeremiah and Job deduce that the prosperity of the wicked is an overt sign of
divine injustice.833
6.4.1.1.2 Demise of the Wicked in the Psalms and Wisdom
Why would Jeremiah consider the prosperity of the wicked a sign of divine injustice? The
answer seems to lie in the fact that much of ancient Israel’s wisdom literature and psalms are
replete with assertions that the wicked come to a nasty end, demonstrating that the retributive
paradigm was generally accepted. For example, the author of Psalm 73 makes complaints similar
to those of Jeremiah and Job with regard to the prosperous life of the wicked. The psalmist admits
to jealousy upon observing the peace granted to the wicked (73:3-5) despite committing a variety
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of overt sins (73:5-11), while simultaneously growing in wealth (73:12). At this point in the psalm
an outcry against divine injustice based upon the psalmist’s observations might be expected as was
the case with Job and Jeremiah.834 However, in lieu of, expressing his observations as protest, the
psalmist concedes that the prosperity of the wicked is an issue that is beyond his understanding
(73:16, 22) and accordingly invokes divine retribution to settle the quandary. God will eventually
ruin the wicked for their immorality by utterly sweeping them away by terrors (בלָׁהֹות-סָׁ פּו תמּו ִמן
[73:19]). The psalmist reconsiders his observations of the wicked’s prosperity upon drawing near
to God (73:17, 28) and concludes that justice eventually will come upon the wicked through fear
and death. These are precisely the consequences repeatedly depicted by Eliphaz, Bildad, and
Zophar.
The wisdom tradition accords with the assertions of Job’s friends and the psalmist. Fear
of destruction is appointed for the wicked and not the wise (Prov 3:25). The wicked will indeed
be cut off and meet a quick and violent end before their time because they do not fear the Lord
(Prov 10:25, 27).835 Job opposes much of what biblical wisdom has to say about this issue as well
as the confident views of his friends. His experience dictates his response, that the wicked thrive
in life and increase in strength with no fear of a sudden, violent death. These observations sabotage
the applicability of the retributive principles outlined by Job’s comrades, the Psalms and Proverbs.
Again Greenstein’s comments are apt: “[o]bviously if the wicked succeed it attests to the failure
of the conventional biblical principle of retribution; it demonstrates the same systemic failure one
finds in the suffering of the innocent.”836
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Another reaction could be that of Qohelet, who gives himself over to hedonism upon observing the
prosperity of the wicked (Eccl 7:15; 8:14-15). Qohelet comes to believe that because there is no reward and
punishment (all die just the same), it is best to enjoy the pleasures you are fortunate enough to be granted by God.
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6.4.1.2 Prosperity in Life and Haste in Death—v. 13
In a mode characteristic of the dialogues, Job proceeds to object to specific comments made
by his comrades. As stated above, Job refutes the notion of the wicked invariably despairing
throughout life and suffering an abrupt death by claiming that the wicked live flourishing lives. In
v. 13 Job seemingly takes issue with Eliphaz’s contention that the wicked experience daily turmoil
with their days being numbered (15:20),837 as well as Zophar’s claim that the prosperity of the
wicked will not endure (20:21).838 Job counters his companions’ declarations by avowing the strict
opposite. The wicked spend all of their days in carefree prosperity ( יְ מֵ יהֶ ם840 בטֹוב839])יבלו [יְכלּו, and
do not live conscious of their limited time before their destruction. According to Job, the wicked
quickly perish at an undetermined moment void of abnormal maladies or sudden disaster841
(842)ּוב ֶרגע ְשאֹול יֵחָׁ תּו.
ְ
Reflecting exclusively upon Job’s circumstances facilitates understanding why Eliphaz and
Zophar suggest Job’s guilt. Job indeed exhibits multiple abnormal maladies causing him to slowly
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deteriorate, conscious of his impending death. This is antithetical to the wicked, who Job claims
live quality lives, and when they do die, go down peacefully with no trials.843 They do not succumb
to a horrible death like Job’s children, nor do they endure a torturous period of physical and
emotional agony like Job himself.844 Thus, Job’s friends claim that retribution comes upon the
wicked by pointing out the specific suffering that Job endures—namely, that the wicked live
destitute lives awaiting their demise—thereby including him among the wicked. Job counters this
by indicating that their retributive reasoning is not only wrong, but does not cohere with his
observations indicating that the wicked thoroughly enjoy their lives and experience prosperity until
the day they die an uneventful death.
6.4.1.3 Does the Lamp of the Wicked Wane?—v. 17
In an even more explicit response to his friends, Job parodies Bildad’s statement, in which
he uses the concepts of light and darkness to illustrate the traditional claim that the wicked
experience turmoil ultimately leading to a premature death.845 This motif of physical harm to the
wicked, commencing with Eliphaz’s veiled threat that the wicked lion’s teeth will be broken (4:1011), has developed and escalated throughout the dialogues, and is taken up once again, expanded
and intensified in the second round of speeches.846 This is exemplified through Bildad’s assertion
in 18:5-6, 18, where he refers to the impending death of the wicked by stating that they are deprived
of light. Job directly rebuts Bildad’s assertion that the light/lamp of the wicked wanes (cf. 18:5a,
6b  ּגם אֹור ְרשָׁ עִ ים יִ ְדעְָׁך, )וְ נֵרֹו ָׁעלָׁיו יִ ְדעְָׁךby once again resorting to rhetorical questioning. “How often
does the lamp of the wicked wane ( ְרשָׁ עִ ים יִ ְדעְָׁך- ?)כמָׁ ה נֵרJob counters Bildad’s claim by stating that
the well-lit lamp, which is a symbol of a pleasant life, belongs to the wicked. This lamp rarely
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abates to the point of being extinguished—which is a figure of speech relating God’s punishment
upon the wicked for their evildoing (cf. Prov 13:9; 20:20; 24:20).847 Job’s friends are simply not
speaking truthfully and therefore, Job caricatures the non-applicable traditional wisdom upon
which they depend to condemn him.848
Job not only draws attention to the infrequency by which the wicked suffer a premature
death but, echoing Bildad’s comments once again (cf.  אֵ ידָׁ םin 18:12),849 Job poses another
rhetorical question850 to disparage the claim that calamity falls upon all of the wicked during their
lives ()וְ ָׁיב ֹא ָׁעלֵימֹו אֵ ידָׁ ם.851 The wicked do not experience consistent punishment for their misdeeds
because God withholds his wrath. Job unambiguously blames God for this inconsistency as he
continues to question in v. 17, asking, “How often does God distribute [to them their] lots in his
anger ) יְ חלֵק ְבאפֹו852 ”?)חֲבָׁ לִ יםJob, once again, does not deny the possibility that calamity could fall
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derivative of “ חֶ בֶ לrope” (from  חבלI). Appealing to Amos 7:17 ()וְ א ְדמָׁ ְתָך בחֶ בֶ ל ְת ֻחלָׁק, Seow concludes that “ḥebel is a
synonym of ḥēleq, ‘lot,’ originally a plot of land that has been assigned, but later simply a ‘lot’ in the broadest sense
848

235

upon the wicked, nor does he deny that they may experience pain. Rather, Job prudently refrains
from suggesting that catastrophe is constant in all situations, which is an assertion that thwarts just
retribution as an invariable system.853
Job’s third question in v. 17 recalls Zophar’s words of warning at the end of chapter 20.
There, Zophar asserts that there will indeed be a designated day of wrath for the wicked (יֹום אפֹו
[20:28]). On this day, according to Zophar, God will apportion to the wicked their destined lot
(אָׁ דָׁ ם ָׁרשָׁ ע- )חֵ לֶקfor their misdeeds. In 21:17 Job rebuts the contention that the wicked meet an
allotted destiny which God supposedly dispenses in his anger ()יְ חלֵק בְ אפֹו.”854 The day which
Zophar so confidently refers to, simply stated, never comes to pass.
If Job’s friends’ doctrine were consistent with reality, then the wicked should be terrorized
until God snuffs out their light, cutting them down before they reach old age. Nevertheless, it is
Job whose life appears to be fading away and who experiences the dread of his impending death.
Thus, it is evident that Job reacts in v. 17 to his friends’ persistence in counting him as wicked
through their usage of imagery related to light and darkness, calamity, and God’s wrath.
Nevertheless, their banal doctrine is not in accordance with fact and Job’s friends have yet to deal
with the observed truths that Job presents. In fact, the companions’ suggestions are so amiss in
Job’s opinion, that he provides rhetorical connections to each of his friends’ speeches in the second
round in order to parody their views.855
6.4.1.4 How often are the Wicked Blown Away?—v. 18

of the term.” Seow, Job 1-21, 886. This suggestion fits the context being that it is consistent with the idea of God
distributing painful retribution as the wicked’s lot. See also Hakham, Job, 166.
853
Seow, Job 1-21, 872.
854
Habel, Job, 325.
855
Greenstein notes that “(i)t is characteristic of Job that he parodies traditional wisdom, especially that cited
by his companions. An unambiguous example is the following. Proverbs 13:9 conveys the principle of just retribution
using this image:…Bildad, in response to Job in which he insists that the wicked receive their just deserts, elaborates
the second line of this verse: (18:5…) Job (21:17) objects to such a piety, proved flagrantly false by his particular case
and challenges the truth of its claims:…” Greenstein, "Parody as a Challenge," 75-76.
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In Jeremiah, divine retribution comes twice as calamity ) )אֵ ידin the form destructive winds
and scattering (18:17; 49:32).856 Therefore, it is not surprising that Job’s next question, in v. 18,
depicts the calamity ( )אֵ ידbeing questioned in v. 17 as destruction coming through wind. Job asks,
“[How often]857 are [the wicked] like straw before the wind (רּוח- ”?)יִ הְ יּו כְ תֶ בֶ ן לִ פְ נֵיThe mentioning
of botanic imagery (i.e., straw [ ([תֶ בֶ ןin the context of just retribution is equally unsurprising in
light of the fact that both Bildad (8:11-14, 16-19)858 and Eliphaz (15:32-33)859 utilized plant
imagery to encourage Job to return to God from his deviation. Job’s second question of v. 18
neatly parallels the first, thereby corroborating the idea of Job using his friend’s rhetoric against
their own arguments. Job concludes this section of questioning by asking, “[How often are the
wicked] like chaff [that]860 a whirlwind sweeps away (”?)ּוכְ מֹ ץ ּגְ נָׁבתּו סּופָׁה
Additionally, Job’s mentioning of botanic imagery—particularly straw ( )תֶ בֶ ןand chaff ()מֹ ץ
being destroyed by wind—can be understood as more than simply a rejoinder to his friends’
assertions. Through this imagery, Job rejects traditional wisdom’s view of just retribution in
general, which is similarly depicted through botany in other sections of this Bible. Comparable
terminology to Job 21:18 is found in Ps 1:4, where the psalmist states that the wicked ( )הָׁ ְרשָׁ עִ יםare
like chaff that the wind drives away (861ת ְדפֶּנּו רּוח-ר
ִ ֶכמֹ ץ אֲ ש-)כִ י ִאם, as opposed to the healthy tree
pictured in the preceding line. Additionally, Jeremiah’s prophecy of impending divine retribution
upon Israel corresponds rhetorically to both Job 21:18 and Ps 1:14. Speaking on behalf of God,
Jeremiah states, “And I will scatter them like stubble blown by a desert wind ( עֹובֵ ר לְ רּוח-ואֲפִ יצֵ ם כְ קש
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Wilson, Job, 232-33.
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both lines of v. 18. Dhorme, Job, 316; Clines, Job 21-37, 511.
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[ ִמ ְדבָׁ ר13:24]).” Isaiah uses similar terminology in an oracle delivered against the enemies of Israel.
The prophet states that Israel’s adversaries will be “chased away like chaff of the mountains before
the wind, and as a whirl of chaff before the whirlwind” (רּוח ּוכְ גלְ ּגל לִ פְ נֵי סּופָׁה-וְ רֻ דף כְ מֹ ץ הָׁ ִרים לִ פְ נֵי
[17:13]). Job uses this same imagery of scattered agricultural rubbish to unambiguously question
the doctrine which his friends and other biblical writers confirm. In fact, Job makes the claim that
he, not the wicked, experiences the fury of God pursuing him like dry straw flying away in the
wind (קש יָׁבֵ ש ִת ְרדֹ ף-[ הֶ ָׁעלֶה נִ דָׁ ף תעֲרֹוץ וְ אֶ ת13:25]).862
It is important to note that in vv. 17-18 Job stops short of claiming that the lamp of the
wicked never fails or that they never experience calamity as one who is like debris in the face of a
whirlwind. Job’s rhetoric suggests that the expected answer to his questions in these verses is
“rarely”—perhaps “very few times, if any”863—but not “never.”864 That is to say, Job leaves open
the possibility, for instance, that the lamps of some of the wicked are occasionally snuffed out.
However, unlike his friends’ claims, Job insists that there is no distinguishable and predictable
system that determines the constancy, consistency, and exact manner by which the wicked meet
their end. Notwithstanding, Job suggests that in most situations, the lamp of the wicked brightly
shines with nothing endangering its continuance.
This inconsistency is precisely why the doctrine of just retribution cannot be considered
impeccable—regardless of its applicability in certain situations.865 This dogma leaves open the
possibility for the wicked to receive undeserved rewards and for the righteous to receive
disproportionate punishment. Coinciding with this, if there is just one exception to the doctrine of
just retribution that can be demonstrated through the thriving of the wicked, then Job might
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experience the same phenomenon on the opposite pole. Whether or not Job’s friends are willing
to accept his reasoning from experience, Job demonstrates his unwillingness to fall into the same
inflexible fallacious dogma of his friends.
6.4.2 The Offspring of the Wicked—vv. 8-9, 11-12, 19-21
The death of Job’s children is clearly the most horrific of all the terrible events that
transpires in the prologue. In contempt of this fact, Job’s friends have insensitively contended that
the wicked are deprived of offspring, while simultaneously alluding to the fact that Job’s lack of
children may be an indication of evildoing on his behalf. This motif first appears early in the
dialogues when Eliphaz declares the blessedness of the man whom God corrects (5:17). After
commencing his discussion in the third person—referring to the “blessed man” who is disciplined
by God—Eliphaz shifts and personally addresses Job in the second person (5:19), thereby,
applying the blessing of the disciplined man to Job. Eliphaz ultimately makes the provocative
claim that those who receive the correction from God are blessed with countless children (5:25).866
Contrarily, according to Eliphaz, the godless are sterile (15:34). This contention is reinforced by
Bildad, who asserts that the wicked leave no posterity (18:19), and Zophar (20:26, 28), who
illustrates the destruction of the evildoer’s entire household. Job’s friends’ flippant attitude
concerning his personal situation becomes evident by the end of the second round of speeches.
Job’s children are dead because of his sin.
Job perceives his friends’ accusations and, because of this, mentions the well-being of the
wicked’s children in his last statement concerning their prosperity (vv. 8-9, 11-12, 19-21). Not
only does the contented state and security867 of the children of the wicked run against that which
Job’s friends have said, the simple fact that they enjoy the company of children, understood in
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Clines, Job 21-37, 526.
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light of Job’s loss of his offspring, demonstrate that the divine retribution paradigm is proved false
when applied to Job’s situation.
6.4.2.1 Children Established…Home Safety—vv. 8-9
Commencing in v. 8, Job contrasts the personal case of his ill-fated offspring with the
prosperity of the wicked and their progeny.868 Whereas Job’s children died quickly, the children
of the wicked stand strong from generation to generation (869)ז ְר ָׁעם נָׁכֹון לִ פְ נֵיהֶ ם עִ מָׁ ם.870 Their children
are always present and never abandon them to live in distant places. The lineage of the wicked is
completely secure and faces no threat of extinction—a point which is distinctly contrary to what
Job’s friends have repeatedly claimed.871 Thus, Job sternly “counters both the argument that
nothing gained by wrongdoing is passed on to the children as well as the escape clause in the
doctrine of retribution that, if an arrogant person does enjoy life, the punishment due him will fall
on his children (e.g., 18:19; 20:21).”872
The impact of Job’s reference to the children is further perceived through his next comment
on their happiness. The wicked are blessed with the opportunity of seeing the success of their
children during their lives ((וְ צֶ אֱצָׁ אֵ יהֶ ם לְ ֵעינֵיהֶ ם,873 as well as boast in the respectable status of one
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who has descendants.874 The mention of  זֶרעand  צֶ ֱאצָׁ אtogether in v. 8 distinctly alludes to Eliphaz’s
comments in 5:25,875 where he promises a multitude of offspring to Job upon his accepting
correction ((רב ז ְרעֶָך וְ צֶ ֱאצָׁ אֶ יָך כְ עֵשֶ ב הָׁ אָׁ ֶרץ.876 Job calls attention to Eliphaz’s rhetoric and argues the
exact opposite—the wicked, not the righteous, have the large, happy families despite their refusal
to acknowledge God.877
While Eliphaz and Bildad emphasize that the wicked die childless, Zophar specifically
states that disaster befalls the entire house of the wicked—that is, all of the inhabitants of the
household and all of their possessions (20:28).878 Job counters, stating that his observations plainly
contradict the fact that the wicked live in peaceful houses (void of any angst de 879(בָׁ תֵ יהֶ ם שָׁ לֹום ִמ ָׁפחד
or anxiety of potentially sudden disasters upon them or their descendants. Job additionally
repudiates Eliphaz’s dogma that the fear of punishment supposedly unnerves the godless (15:2021, 24),880 even though that is also what traditional Israelite wisdom conveys. Again, Prov 3:25
explicitly states, “Do not be afraid of sudden disaster ((מפחד,
ִ or of the ruin of the wicked that will
come.” According to this traditional wisdom exhibited through Proverbs and Job’s companions,
the downfall of the wicked is inextricably linked with sudden fear.881 Job makes clear through
allusion to the house of the wicked that he considers his friends’ obsession with the wicked being
terrified of retribution upon them and their children, to be utterly delusional.882
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Thus, Job concludes that his friends’ contention, that the loss of one’s children invariably
signifies punishment from God, is absurd. Job, in fact, contends that he experiences the symptoms
of his companions’ description of wickedness because the rod of God, for some reason, is upon
him and not the wicked. This idea initially emerges in 9:34, where Job complains that there is no
arbiter to remove the rod of God from upon him ((יָׁסֵ ר מֵ ָׁעלי ִשבְ טֹו. In 21:9, Job makes a rhetorical
connection to 9:34 in mentioning God’s rod, and declares that the wicked do not experience God’s
punishment () וְ ל ֹא שֵ בֶ ט אֱלֹוה ֲעלֵיהֶ ם.883 Whereas Job depicts himself as indefinitely receiving
punishment, the wicked are not even vaguely familiar with the rod of correction 884 and are thus
spared divine chastisement.
6.4.2.2 Picturesque Contentment—vv. 11-12
Job’s speech, however, transcends simply calling attention to the futility of applying the
rubric of an individual’s children to assess their level of righteousness. Job points out that the
children of the wicked live in picturesque happiness which demonstrates that the rubric his friends
propose is fictitious. The happiness of the wicked is anything but a façade that eventually collapses
leading to the exposure and demise of the wicked, culminating in their prosperity ending within a
generation. Instead, the godless send forth their prosperous young ones to play885 like a flock
( )(וְ ילְ דֵ יהֶ ם יְ רקֵ דּוןand watch their children dance about (887 עֲוִ ילֵיהֶ ם886יְ שלְ חּו כצ ֹאן.888 This unrestrained
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merriment ostensibly quiets the traditional argument that the children of the wicked are punished
and cursed, and ultimately eradicated, because of their wicked parents.889
Not only are the evildoers’ children numerous—not only are they cheerful—but Job
declares that they are also constantly festive, singing and dancing to the sound of their musical
instruments (וְ כִ ּנֹור

891

כְ תֹ ף

890

)יִ ְשאּו.892 This runs contrary to what Zophar just asserted in his last

speech upon claiming that the joy ((ש ְמחה
ִ of the evildoer disappears (20:5). Job contests this
assertion and counters, stating that the wicked delight in satisfying lives, privileged to watch their
children rejoice to the sound of the flute ()וְ יִ ְש ְמחּו לְ קֹול עּוגָׁב.893 Even though Eliphaz emphasized
that the wicked hear the sound of terror894 (פְ חָׁ ִדים-[ קֹול15:21]), Job claims that the only sounds they
hear are the melodious tunes made by their lively children.895
The significance of Job’s comments in vv. 11-12 is further grasped when interpreted in
light of how Job’s friends have alluded to his personal situation throughout their speeches. In vv.
11-12, Job states that the wicked enjoy the festivities of their children singing, dancing, and playing
music when, according to his friends, their wickedness should have made this felicity impossible
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for them. Through Job’s comments in these verses, he reveals his perception of his friends’
allusions to his children. In the prologue, Job’s own children are portrayed as those who hold
family festivities in their homes (1:4). It was precisely while Job’s family was feasting that a
mighty wind struck the house of the eldest son, killing all of Job’s children (1:18-19). This is to
say, it was while Job’s children were participating in the joys of the family festivities, that they
were interrupted by a horrific tragedy.896 Now in 21:11-12, Job illustrates the joyous festivities of
the children of the wicked—free from calamity. Job’s response to his friends in 21:11-12
demonstrates that he clearly perceives that they have suggested that the death of his children was
divine retribution (cf. 8:4). In response to this, Job paints the picture of the children of the wicked
who live the way Job’s children lived before the supposed retribution fell upon them.
6.4.2.3 Delayed Retribution Dogma and the Role of Children—vv. 19-21
In the dialogues, Job never contemplates the idea that his children died because of his sin.
On the contrary, Job has implied that the suggestion concerning the children of the wicked
eventually experiencing the consequences of their parents’ sin is problematic (see e.g. v. 11 above).
Nevertheless, Job’s friends might still counter his observations concerning the prosperity of the
wicked by stating, “the doctrine [of retribution] never said that it was always the wrongdoers
themselves that suffered the consequences of their misdeeds; sometimes…the fathers could eat
sour grapes and the teeth of the children be set on edge” (Jer 31:29; Ezek 18:2).897
Job’s friends have certainly been leaning toward this line of reasoning. The idea that the
conduct of the wicked affects subsequent generations is mentioned by Eliphaz (4:10-11;898 5:4)
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Bildad (18:16-17, 19),899 and Zophar (20:10).900 Without a definitive word on this loophole, Job’s
friends might use it to continue to blame his wickedness for his situation, as well as the tragedy of
the death of his children. Therefore, in vv. 19-21 Job determines to prove that the whole notion of
retribution coming upon the children of the wicked, as opposed to the wicked themselves,
inherently thwarts the legitimacy of the doctrine of retribution.901 Indeed, “(p)assing judgment
upon fathers to their children is not just retribution in Job’s view. It has nothing to do with reaping
what one sows.”902
Job, then, commences this dispute with a formulated quotation903 in anticipation of the
position that he expects his companions to take after he has made his point that the wicked prosper
as opposed to suffer.904 Those who believe in delayed retribution would simply respond to Job’s
observations that the wicked prosper by saying that God stores upon their iniquity for their children
(לְ בָׁ נָׁיו אֹונֹו-[ אֱלֹוה יִ צְ פֹ ןv. 19a]). However, Job considers this to be a preposterous solution because it
is an outright evasion of the inherent problem of the prosperity of the wicked in a system of just
retribution.905 Therefore, Job expresses a desire which—were it to consistently happen— would
not only settle his apprehension towards the just retribution paradigm, but would also serve as a
condition that could rectify the doctrine in general. In order for the retributive dogma to be
credible, God must swiftly pay back the wicked for their deeds and they must know they are
receiving retribution ([ יְ שלֵם אֵ לָׁיו וְ יֵדָׁ עv. 19b]). Knowing they are being punished, whether for the
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purpose of judgment or instruction,906 is of foremost importance to Job907 being that the evildoers
must see their own destruction (908[ יִ ְראּו ֵעינָׁו כִ ידֹוv. 20a]) if they persist in their wickedness. This is
in contrast to Zophar’s claim that they eye of the wicked’s former acquaintances observe their
punishment (20:9).909 Job does not deny that punishment could be observable, but considers this
an unsatisfactory standard for the model of consistent retribution his friends have proposed. The
wicked—and not just those around them—must perceive that they are being punished by drinking
in the venom910 of the Almighty ([v. 20b]). This retribution must be carried out

911

ּומֵ חֲמת שדי יִ ְשתֶ ה

immediately upon the evildoers if the doctrine of just retribution were to carry any weight.912
There is another pragmatic reason as to why delayed retribution upon the children of the
wicked is senseless to Job. Job has already expressed his belief that people are ignorant as to what
happens to their descendants once they die (14:21). This means that Job does not believe that any
suffering among the wicked’s offspring could negatively affect them in any way.913 Therefore,
the wicked do not care about their children after their death, a point that Job emphasizes through
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a rhetorical question in v. 21, “What is his interest in his home after him (i.e. his death) [when] the
number of his months are cut off?” (The )

916

חֻצָׁ צּו

915

ּומ ְספר חֳדָׁ שָׁ יו
ִ

914

חֶ פְ צֹו בְ בֵ יתֹו אח ֲָׁריו-כִ י מה

punishment of the children of the wicked, as if it were the punishment of the wicked, is no
punishment at all. Retribution must come upon the person who actually commits an offense or it
cannot be reckoned as reprisal to the sinner. Job is determined to communicate that the “grave
problem with the theory of delayed retribution is that the misfortune that is to befall a wicked
person’s children after his death cannot affect the sinner himself. In fact, after he has died, he no
longer has any personal interest in the fate of his household.”917

Excursus: Blessings for the Mindful of Cult in “The Instructions of Ur-Ninurta”
Up to this point in chapter 21, Job has addressed the issues relating to the thriving of the
wicked (e.g., their growing old in peace), and the well-being of their children. Job has pointed to
these blessings upon the wicked in order to demonstrate that human observation runs contrary to
the doctrine of just retribution as the ordained method of analyzing whether or not one is mindful
of God’s ways. In addition to this, it has become clear in this speech that Job is responding to his
friends’ insinuations regarding his former lifestyle as depicted in the prologue.
Correspondingly, the early 2nd millennium BCE Sumerian wisdom composition The
Instructions of Ur-Ninurta918 also refers to the blessings of living a flourishing, thriving life and
the well-being of children. This composition discusses these themes in relationship to one’s piety
and observance of religious rituals. According to Ur-Ninurta, the person who fears the divine and
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respects his god’s ways receives the aforementioned blessings, whereas the impious person is
deprived of them. Hence, receiving prosperity in life is contingent upon religious observation.919
The following excerpt of Ur-Ninurta demonstrates these facts:
He who knows how to respect religious affairs,
who voluntarily pleases his god,
who performs the rites,
to whom the name of his god is dear,
who keeps away from swearing,
he goes straight to the place of worship,
what he has lost is restored to him.
Days will be added to his days.
Years will be plenty in addition to the years he already has.
His descendants will experience good health…
…But the man who does not fear the affairs of his god…
…to whom prayers are not dear,
…to whom the name of his god is not dear,
The days when he lives out will not be right.
His descendants will not experience good health.
The Instructions of Ur-Ninurta, Lines 19-28, 30-31, 32a-34920
The thematic parallels between these Job and Ur-Ninurta are immediately conspicuous,
placing the Job among comparable ancient Near Eastern literature which expresses concern for the
same issues. In Ur-Ninurta the person who honors their god, performs their cultic duties, and
strives to live an honorable lifestyle, will live a long life. Not only do the devout personally benefit
from their reverence, but their children also experience good health. This is not so for the
inattentive to the religious cult. Those who do not honor their god experience troubled and shorter
lives than the pious, while their children’s health declines.
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Job’s friends have repeatedly cautioned him through the same types of warnings, and
strived to encourage Job through presenting similar blessings those enumerated in Ur-Ninurta. In
the first round of speeches, Eliphaz promises Job a secure tent, a multitude of children, and a
vigorous life upon recognizing the discipline of God (5:17, 24-26). Bildad insists that Job’s
children must have sinned and therefore died (8:4), but that God would restore Job to his righteous
abode, given a prosperous future filled with joy and laughter if he refrains from falling into impiety
(8:6-7, 20-21). Zophar similarly focuses on the good fortune that would come upon Job if he
would just put away his sin and turn back to God (11:14-19).921 These warnings of potential
irreverence to God turn into accusations during the second round of speeches, where Job’s friends
strive to name his iniquity (15:5), suggest that he will prematurely die (15:22; 18:5-6, 18; 20:11,
22-26), blaming his wrongdoing for his lack of children (15:34; 18:17, 19).922
Despite Job’s friends’ injunction to honor God, they do not overtly call him to be mindful
of the religious cult as in Ur-Ninurta (e.g., performing rites and going to the place of worship).
Though the cultic aspect is missing in the dialogues of Job, it is mentioned in the prologue, where
Job is depicted as interceding on behalf of his children by offering precautionary sacrifices for
them, in case they were to sin (1:5). Thus, Job is a virtuous family priest responsible in cultic
duties, yet—according to the just retribution paradigm of Job’s companions and Ur-Ninurta— he
suffers the curses of a man who does not fear God and does not strive to keep cultic practice. His
days are seemingly drawing to an early end because of his infirmities. His descendants are dead.
Job suffers despite meeting the criteria for rewards, not just in the Bible, but also in the ancient
Near East in general. Job and God are the only ones cognizant of this fact.
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6.4.3 Financial Prosperity of the Wicked—vv. 10, 16
Even though Job suggests that any exception to the law of retribution means that it cannot
be categorically applied,923 his argument is based upon more than one inconsistency. Job’s
contention is that the opposite of the law of retribution is in force most of the time—namely, that
the wicked regularly obtain unwarranted rewards—which is a contention that he establishes upon
more than simply his observation that the wicked live pleasant lives. There are plenty of
exceptions to his friends’ retribution dogma—none of which is more evident than the economic
prosperity of the wicked.
6.4.3.1 Zoological Prosperity—v. 10
During Eliphaz’s first dialogue, he momentarily broaches the end of the financial
prosperity of evildoers stating that their harvest ()קְ צִ ירֹו, as well as their wealth ()חֵ ילָׁם, are consumed
by others. Eliphaz once again refers to the financial prosperity of the wicked in 15:29, where he
slightly changes his focus from the property of the wicked being confiscated, to the temporal nature
of their prosperity.924 The ephemerality of the riches of the wicked is taken up once again and
expounded upon by Zophar in 20:15-18, in which the wicked are depicted as, not only prohibited
from enjoying their wealth, but also suffering violent retribution for having illicitly attained their
riches and thus, being forced to surrender them.925 Despite their slightly varying depictions of the
fate of the wealth of the both Eliphaz and Zophar share the common belief that the wealth of the
wicked is so ephemeral that it cannot be utilized for their personal betterment.926
Job takes issue with his companions’ view of the ephemerality of the financial prosperity
of the wicked and directly confronts the idea that their riches are taken away as reprisal for their
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evildoing. Job provides an example relating to zoological prosperity in order to validate his point
that the assets of the wicked do not diminish, but rather, abound. According to Job, simple
observation of the cattle of the wicked reveals the potency of their bulls (), 928 וְ ל ֹא יגְ עִ ל927שֹורֹו עִ בר
as well as the fertility of their cows ((תפלֵט פ ָָׁׁרתֹו וְ ל ֹא ְתשכֵל.
ְ 929 By mentioning the productive cattle
of the wicked, Job states the express opposite of what his companions suggested concerning the
fleeting nature of their wealth. Possessing fertile livestock is, in fact, a shrewd way of maintaining
prosperity throughout generations in that cattle have the ability to continually reproduce valuable
commodities which are beneficial for humans.
Despite Job’s companions’ silence with regard to the fecundity of animals as a sign of
divine pleasure, other sections of the Bible make clear that this idea was commonplace in Israel’s
history. For instance, in Deut 28:4 God pronounces a blessing upon the offspring of the livestock
of those who are obedient to God’s commandments (בְ הֶ ְמתֶ ָך ְשגר ֲא ָׁלפֶיָך וְ ע ְש ְתרֹות צ ֹאנֶָך...)בָׁ רּוְך פְ ִרי,
which is subsequently echoed in v. 11 (בְ הֶ ְמ ְתָך...)הֹות ְרָך יְ הוָׁה לְ טֹובָׁ ה בִ פְ ִרי.
ִ
Conversely, God utters a
curse upon the offspring of the livestock of those who do not keep his commandments in 28:18
(שגר ֲא ָׁלפֶיָך וְ ע ְש ְתרֹ ת צ ֹאנֶָך...י
ְ )אָׁ רּור פְ ִר. Another example can be found in Psalm 144, which is a
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composition in which the psalmist pleads for God’s deliverance from his enemies.

Upon

recounting the blessings conferred to those who experience God’s salvation, the psalmist states,
“our flocks [will be] thousands upon thousands in our fields ([ צ ֹאונֵנּו מאֲלִ יפֹות ְמרֻ בָׁ בֹות בְ חּוצֹותֵ ינּוv.
13]).930 Lastly, Gen 30:29-30 portrays Jacob reminding Laban that his possessions, including
Laban’s flocks, had multiplied only because God was with him ( ויִ פְ רֹ ץ לָׁרֹ ב ו ְיבָׁ ֶרְך יְ הוָׁה...הָׁ יָׁה ִמקְ נְ ָך ִא ִתי
)אֹ ְתָך. These examples demonstrate that fertility among one’s cattle was indeed regarded as a mark
of divine blessing.931
The wisdom tradition agrees with the aforementioned observations indicating that
prosperity is bestowed to the righteous (e.g., [ זֹ ֵרע צְ דָׁ קָׁ ה שֶ כֶר ֱאמֶ תProv 11:18]). It is precisely because
of how clearly the Pentateuch, wisdom tradition, and the Psalms ascribe financial prosperity—
particularly cattle—to those who honor God, that it is possible to see how Job uses this example
to communicate his understanding of the severity of his companions’ accusations. Job, at one
point, experienced the type of prosperity that, he contends, predominantly belongs to the wicked.
The prologue tells of Job having formerly possessed an enormous quantity of livestock (1:3). Since
Job’s friends claim that the wicked’s goods are short-lived, it would be expected that an evildoer—
especially one with the quantity of possessions Job once had—would have eventually been
dispossessed of them.

In this case, Job, knowing full well that his friends perceive the

dispossession of his cattle as a sign of wickedness, mentions the fact that the wicked are those
whose wealth is perpetuated by exceptionally reproductive cattle.

Since basic observation

demonstrates that the wicked are able to persevere in the tremendous prosperity that Job possessed
prior to his trials, it must then be possible for Job to experience undeserved horrific affliction.
6.4.3.2 The Prosperity of the Wicked in the Babylonian Theodicy

930
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The complaint of the prosperity of the wicked is also attested in the Theodicy and, similar
to Ur-Ninurta, one’s abundance is related to the cultic sphere.932 In his protest the sufferer
declares:
illakū uruḫ dumqi la mušteʼû ili
iltapni ītenšu muštēmiqu ša ilti
illigimîyama ṭēm ili asḫur
illabān appi u tēmīqi ešeʼe ilti
ilku ša la nēmeli ašâṭ abšānu
iltakan ilu kî mašrê katûta
ilannî kuṣṣudu pananni lilli
iltaqû ḫarḫarū anā attašpil

Those who do not seek the god go the way of
success,933while someone who thinks of the
goddess could become poor and
impoverished. In my youth, I searched for the
reasoning of the god, with the mark of respect
and benedictions, I sought the goddess. I bear
a yoke as a corvée which brought no gain but
the god has imposed on me poverty instead of
riches. A cripple went up above me; a fool
moved forward away from me; while rascals
have moved up in society, I have fallen so
low in society.
Babylonian Theodicy, lines 70-77934

Similar to Job, the sufferer in the Babylonian Theodicy observes that those who do not
honor God experience good fortune. More so than Job, however, the sufferer overtly interjects his
personal grievance into the criticism of the prosperity of the wicked, comparing his piety to the
impiety of the godless, and suggesting that he should rightfully have been the recipient of the
prosperity. The reason why the sufferer expects to obtain blessing is because of his cultic
observation. Job, on the other hand, is more concerned about pointing to the prosperity of the
wicked as an inconsistency in his friends’ paradigm and, hence, its irrelevance to his situation.
Regardless of this variation, there are several notable commonalities when reading the
sufferer’s complaint alongside of Job and in light of all that Job’s friends have had to say about
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the elimination of the wicked’s prosperity. Like Job, the sufferer of the Babylonian Theodicy
communicates from experience that which proves to be true—namely, those that are impious
experience abundance—even though this fact contradicts the prominent theological view of his
companion.935 The sufferer additionally portrays the impious’ prosperity as genuinely authentic
and suggests that the wealth of the wicked can indeed be used for their betterment as Job does in
v. 10. The sufferer does not indicate that the wicked’s affluence is ephemeral or that it is
confiscated by a god. Rather, as in Job, the companion suggests violent retribution for the
prosperous villain.936 Accordingly, the sufferer in the Babylonian Theodicy and Job draw the same
aggregate conclusion through their experiences. People’s deeds—even their cultic acts—are not
necessarily related to the outcome of their lives.937 Barring the differences with respect to the cult
in the Babylonian Theodicy, the sufferer’s comments serve as a challenge even to the retributive
theology of Job’s friends by relating his experience in which it is inapplicable.
6.4.3.3 Job’s Interlude: “Their Prosperity is not in their Own Hands…”—v. 16
Job has been curiously silent regarding the loss of his property. Job is nowhere portrayed
as bewailing his former resources presented in the prologue and has appeared significantly less
worried about the return of his fortune than the scandal of divine injustice. Nevertheless, Job’s
observation concerning the financial prosperity of the wicked indicates that their prosperity, and
its theological implications, weigh heavily on the mind of Job. Job ponders the significance of
losing his family, his health, his children, and his wealth, while observing the wicked continuing
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to financially prosper. These realities force the question: Is Job willing to consider the ways of the
wicked as a way of regaining the comforts of his former lifestyle?
The expected negative answer to this question is provided in v. 16. In a personal
parenthetical statement938 that lucidly demonstrates Job’s integrity, Job declares that he is resolute
in staying aloof from the counsel of the wicked ( ָׁרחֲקָׁ ה מֶ ּנִ י939)עֲצת ְרשָׁ עִ ים. This is indeed, “the pious
protest of someone who was scandalized at the idea that the attitude of the wicked might be
condoned.”940 Thus, Job wholeheartedly rejects the counsel of the wicked and suggests that,
because of this, he cannot be unquestionably identified with them on account of his
circumstances.941 The counsel of the wicked is so appalling to Job that any association with them
is shunned—regardless of their riches.942 Yet, Job’s affinity with the wicked is what Job’s friends
have squarely implied throughout the dialogues.943
On the one hand, Job unequivocally rejects any affiliation with the wicked, seemingly
identifying with a God who abhors evildoing, while, on the other hand, he blames God for the
prosperity of the wicked. Job’s claim in v. 16 is that the prosperity of the wicked is not their own
doing. God is responsible for the riches of evildoers who have done nothing to earn or deserve
them. In this sense, the prosperity of the wicked is not in their hands ()הֵ ן ל ֹא ְביָׁדָׁ ם טּובָׁ ם,944 but rather
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in the hands of God.945 God could, at any moment, seize their prosperity just as God dispossessed
Job.946 The simple fact that God could take the prosperity from a person of integrity like Job and
give it to the wicked—or even, vice versa—is the epitome of an unjust system. Therefore, the
prosperity of the wicked is proof that God is not particularly interested in creating an equitable
system of justice according to Job. The issue is not just that God allows the wicked to prosper, but
for Job the major problem is that the “God who allows the wicked to prosper is inevitably a God
who allows the righteous to suffer.”947
6.4.4 An Alienated Life to an Arbitrary Death—vv. 14-15, 22-26
One of the most inequitable aspects of how God deals with people’s fates is that those who
overtly reject God and those who honor God end up, at the end of their lives, simply dying. After
all Job’s friends have said about calamity taking the wicked down to the grave in a premature
death, Job has observed that all people, especially those who overtly reject God and decide to live
alienated from God, die in the same manner. Job observes injustice not only in the fact that the
wicked prosper, but no less the fact that the righteous suffer and there is no discernible distinction
between the two people groups even through their ultimate common demise.948 In vv. 14-15 Job
provides an illustration of those who openly reject and prefer to be remote from God, and in vv.
22-26 he describes how all people, those who repudiate God as well as those who honor God, meet
the same fate.
6.4.4.1 The Spurning of God—vv. 14-15
What Job communicates in v. 14 is the ultimate manifestation of hubris by the wicked. In
this verse Job does not hypothesize based upon external observation, but rather states the apparent
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disposition of the wicked’s heart before God.949 Quite bluntly evildoers say to God, “Depart from
us! We do not desire knowledge of your ways!” ) (סּור ִממֶ ּנּו וְ דעת ְד ָׁרכֶיָך ל ֹא חָׁ פָׁצְ נּוThese brazen words
by the impious depict God approaching them, offering to direct them in God’s ways. The wicked’s
response is not just to spurn the God they know exists, but also to blatantly disregard the ways of
God which bring about blessing, resulting in them being the epitome of all evildoers.950
This rejection of the knowledge ( )דעתand the ways ()ד ָׁרכׅ ים
ְ of God by the wicked in v. 14
is in clear contrast to how the Bible depicts the pious. According to Ps 25:4, the person who trusts
in God, implores God saying, “Show me your ways ()ד ָׁרכֶיָך,
ְ [and] teach me your paths (”!)אֹ ְרחֹותֶ יָך
Another psalm states that the path of God leads to life and therefore, petitions God to show him
the way (תֹודיעֵנִ י אֹ רח חיִ ים
ִ [16:11]).951 On the contrary, revelation of God’s ways is not granted to
people who are under the influence of wickedness, even if they were to implore God for
knowledge. As is recorded in Isaiah, God mentions purported seekers, saying, “They desire
knowledge of my ways ( (דעת ְד ָׁרכי י ְֶחפָׁצּוןas [if they were] a people who practice righteousness”
(58:2). That is to say, people who practice righteousness truly yearn for the ways of God.
Nevertheless, Isaiah reveals that people are hindered from the knowledge of God’s ways they claim
they desire because they are caught in the bonds of wickedness ([ ח ְרצֻבֹות ֶרשע58:6]).952
Unlike those whom Isaiah depicts, the wicked whom Job mentions in v. 15 do not desire
to know anything about God. Job alludes to blasphemers who ridicule the idea of serving God
because it is worthless to them. The impious mock God in posing the rhetorical question, “Who
is the Almighty that we [should] serve him?” ( (מה954נעבְ דֶ ּנּו-953שדי כִ י- This depiction of the wicked
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mocking the idea of serving God is antithetical to the godly person of Prov 30:9, who strives to
avoid sin so as not to slip into impiety, forgetting his God, and ask, “Who is the Lord?” ()מי יְ הוָׁה
ִ 955
Furthermore, the derisive question of the wicked in v. 15 parallels other biblical depictions of the
impious arrogantly feigning no need for God. Several psalms depict the hubris of the wicked and
their lack of interest in God as well. Psalm 73:11 in particular provides a glimpse into the mind
of the wicked and their disbelief in the omniscience of God. The wicked, therefore, incredulously
ask, “How will God know? Does the most high have knowledge?” (אֵ ל וְ יֵש דֵ עָׁה בְ עֶלְ יֹון-)אֵ יכָׁה יָׁדע.
Other psalms depict the wicked’s disregard for God through their foolhardily denying God’s
existence in order to indulge in sin and avoid accountability. Notably Pss 14:1 and 53:2 both
depict the condition of the foolish person’s heart in their claim that there is no God ( אָׁ מר נָׁבָׁ ל בְ לִ בֹו
אֱֹלהים
ִ )אֵ ין.956
Job does not, however, depict the evildoer claiming there is no God. Job’s accusation
presents a more abject form of impiety than simply denying God’s existence. The wicked of v. 15
know God exists but intentionally refrain from associating with God because it is not beneficial
for them. Therefore, the impious spurn God, finding no need to encounter God through prayer
(בֹו-958ּנֹועִ יל כִ י נִ פְ ּגע-957)ּומה. The wicked willfully renounce God, indifferent to the consequences of
their actions. There is a God according to the wicked, but God is too limited in power to make
piety worthwhile or to hold them accountable for their actions.959
6.4.4.2 All Meet the Same Fate: A Case Study on Death as the Common Fate—vv. 22-26
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The arrogance of the impious is picked up once again in v. 22 through the posing of another
rhetorical question, “Can anyone teach God knowledge?” (דָׁ עת- )הלְ אֵ ל יְ למֶ דThe expected answer is
certainly “no,” as it would be in any conventional biblical text related to whether any human can
teach God anything.960 This question should be understood as an accusation in light of Job’s
portrayal of the wicked in vv. 14.961 The wicked do not only reject the knowledge ( )דעתof God’s
ways, but they even presume to have knowledge that God does not possess.962
The question posed in v. 14, however, is not a general accusation against the wicked.
Rather, Job is homing in on that attitude of his friends in their aggressive campaign for his
compliance with their doctrine of retribution. As a result of their zealous faith in their doctrine,
Job notes that his companions have necessarily reduced God to a secondary concern, subject to
their dogma. As Clines explains:
Any theology that does not take account of the facts is a form of patronizing God.
For if we assume that what happens in the world is, broadly speaking, the will of
God, any theological schema like the doctrine of retribution that differs from the
facts makes God out to be secondary to the schema. What happens in the world
must be, according to Job, more or less what God intends, and anyone who pretends
to have a better way of running the world is setting out to “teach God
knowledge.”963
Despite the fact that Job is unaware of exactly why such drastic misfortune has fallen upon
him, he is not quite ready to stop trusting in God’s sovereignty. God is the only autonomous
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magistrate964 who has the power to judge ( י ְִשפֹוט966 ָׁר ִמים965)וְ הּוא. That is to say, regardless of how
unjust Job considers God and God’s system of retribution to be, the wicked ultimately prosper
because God permits them to prosper. Job considers any other response to his observations of
human fate as an attempt to instruct God on how to operate the divine plan.967 In this manner,
Job’s friends are rejecting God’s ways which are manifested in human experience because of their
strict adherence to the retribution doctrine. They are asking God to leave them alone because they
would rather follow their own theological scheme than recognize the ways of God that do not fit
their scheme (cf. v. 14). This a characteristic that Job presents as the essence of wickedness.
The location of v. 22 in this speech is interesting and has been questioned by some
commentators.968 Nevertheless, the subtle introduction of Job’s friends into the conversation at
this juncture by way of allusion to their dogma is Job’s way of implying that they in fact might be
the guilty party in the conversation. Considering the fact that Job’s friends have harped on the
idea that death is the punishment of the wicked, Job accuses his persistent friends of actually being
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more damnable than he because of their assault on divine sovereignty. Then in vv. 23-26 Job
strives to demonstrate that death is not a dependable sign of divine punishment for a wicked life
because everyone dies.969 Job’s views here are not unfamiliar since he essentially expressed
similar thoughts in 9:22-23, claiming that God destroys the wicked and the righteous together.
Now Job reiterates his opinion in an expanded sequel version of the theology with the intent of
demonstrating that “(i)n life no moral differences explain [people’s] diversity of misfortune; in
death as little do they explain their common fate.”970 This corresponds to the sentiment of Qohelet
in articulating the impossibility of determining one’s level of righteousness using death as a
criterion:

Everything is the same for everyone. One
הכֹ ל כאֲשֶ ר לכֹ ל ִמקְ ֶרה אֶ חָׁ ד לצ ִדיק וְ ָׁל ָׁרשָׁ ע לטֹוב וְ לטָׁ הֹור
fate for the righteous and for the wicked—for
the good and the pure, as well as for the
 וְ לזֹ בֵ ח וְ לאֲשֶ ר אֵ ינֶּנּו זֹ בֵ ח כטֹוב כחֹ טֶ א הּנִ ְשבָׁ ע,וְ לטָׁ מֵ א
unclean, for the one who sacrifice and for the
one who does not, for the good person and for
.כאֲשֶ ר ְשבּועָׁה י ֵָׁרא
the sinner, the one who swears just as the one
fears a vow.
Qohelet 9:2

Job’s point is not to present another futile generalization indicating that all of the righteous
always suffer while the wicked always prosper. This would be a generic formula no better than
that which his friends have presented. Job rather, like Qohelet, contends that life’s circumstances
are too complicated to provide a clear pattern that discloses one’s character.971 The last word
belongs to death,972 which befalls everyone. The fact that Job’s friends are alive while he appears
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to be dying does not inherently absolve them of any wickedness. Therefore, they and not he,
should beware of being so presumptuous so as to advise God with regard to how divine justice
must be administered.
As Job ventures into his case study, he presents characteristics of both a prosperous and
a destitute person who eventually die. It is evident through Job’s language that he once again
makes allusions to his friends’ warnings to him throughout their discourses in order to invalidate
their claims. Initially in v. 23 Job states that the fortunate man dies full of vigor ( זֶה יָׁמּות בְ עֶצֶ ם
973

ֹ

)תֻ מו. It appears as though Job is alluding to Zophar’s recent statement in which he describes the

wicked as having bones filled with youthful vigor ([ עצְ מֹותָׁ יו מָׁ לְ אּו עֲלּומָׁ ו20:11]).974 Despite Job never
explicitly mentioning the wicked or the righteous in vv. 23-26, his rhetorical connection to
Zophar’s statement suggests that the prosperous person Job portrays is similar to the wicked person
Zophar describes. Job continues to say that this prosperous wicked person dies being wholly at
ease, in a peaceful state ( וְ שָׁ לֵיו975)כֻלֹו שלְ ֲאנן.
As Job continues to describe the prosperous man in v. 24, he relates that his body is in
good physical health (Job is alluding to a ). Once again, it appears as though976ע ֲִטינָׁיו מָׁ לְ אּו חָׁ ָׁלב
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wicked person because the mention of the man’s members being filled with  חָׁ לָׁבbrings to mind
Eliphaz’s depiction of a wicked “fat person” (כִ סָׁ ה ָׁפנָׁיו בְ חֶ לְ בֹו-[ כִ י15:27]).977 Eliphaz claimed that
these “overweight” wicked would pass into poverty and ultimately die because of their impiety.
Job on the other hand depicts the wicked as robust, and strong (), in light of his 978ּומֹ ח עצְ מֹותָׁ יו יְ שֻ קֶ ה
own emaciation.979 Through the usage of the term  עצְ מֹותָׁ יוin v. 24, Job is repeating Zophar’s
allusion to the misfortune of the wicked (20:11). Job does not need to communicate overtly that
he is depicting another representation of the prosperity of the wicked person in this section. He
simply makes allusions to his companions’ depictions of the wicked and lets them speak for
themselves.
Job also has no need to communicate overtly in this section that, when referring to the
destitute person, he alludes to his own personal circumstances. Job states that the destitute man
dies in bitterness of soul ()וְ זֶה יָׁמּות ְב ֶנפֶש מָׁ ָׁרה, which is a clear allusion to the condition in which he
repeatedly depicts himself. For instance, in 3:20 in Job includes himself among the מָׁ ֵרי ָׁנפֶש, in
7:11 Job prays in the bitterness of his soul ()בְ מר נפְ ִשי, and in 10:1 Job speaks in the bitterness of

while the Targum posits “ ביזוהיhis breasts.” Jastrow, 159-60. Habel follows the OG and suggests that the parallelism
favors reading “intestines.” Habel, Job, 323. Several commentators have noted that the word  ע ֲׅטיןin Rabinnic Hebrew
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by Hartley, Job, 317-18, n. 3; and, Seow, Job 1-21, 889. Ultimately, it remains unclear exactly which part of the body
is intended. What is certain is that the body of the person Job depicts experiences supreme wellness which can be
represented through the health of the aforementioned body parts.
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his soul ()במר נפְ ִשי.
ְ Job is indeed one of the poor and deprived human beings who, despite once
being wealthy, better identify with those who have never tasted goodness ( ).980אָׁ כל בטֹובָׁ ה-וְ ל ֹא
Regardless of whether a person is well nourished and wicked or destitute and devout, God
does not differentiate when it comes to people dying. The end of one’s life is free from moral
consideration by God as it is merely the inevitable destiny of all.981 In order to vividly portray this
point, Job employs a euphemism for death, stating that both the prosperous and deprived lie down
in the dust in the same manner ( ָׁע ָׁפר יִ ְש ָׁכבּו- על982)יחד. Through Job’s allusion to “lying down in the
dust,” he once again recalls Zophar’s remark in 20:11 that the wicked “lie down in the dust” at a
time when they were filled with vigor (עָׁ פָׁר ִת ְשכָׁב-)עצְ מֹותָׁ יו מָׁ לְ אּו עֲלּומָׁ ו וְ עִ מֹו על.983 Job uses Zophar’s
words against his paradigm once again and communicates that all people, not just the healthy and
prosperous wicked, meet the same end. This is the end which Job shortly envisions will be his
destiny (עתָׁ ה ֶל ָׁעפָׁר אֶ ְשכָׁ ב-[ כִ י7:21])—a destiny that no other than God has brought upon him (-וְ אֶ ל
[ עָׁפָׁ ר ְת ִשיבֵ נִ י10:9]). Job does not contradict the fact that the wicked die. He nevertheless, presents
his observation that the righteous are just as transient as the wicked,984 and there is no method for
discerning one’s piety by when and how they die.985
Job concludes his reasoning in a compelling, but grotesque manner, stating, “Worms cover
all of them” ()וְ ִרמָׁ ה ְתכסֶ ה ֲעלֵיהֶ ם. In this statement Job makes another overt reference to his condition.
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Job had previously said that maggots clothed his body ([ לָׁבש בְ שָׁ ִרי ִרמָׁ ה7:5]). Then Job called the
worm “mother,” “sister” meaning that the worm is his constant companion (א ִמי ו ֲאחֹ ִתי ל ִָׁרמָׁ ה...י
ִ את
ִ קָׁ ָׁר
[17:14]).986 Job’s impending death is not specific to him—it befalls everyone. Job is apparently
ready to accept his imminent departure. He only wishes that his friends would refrain from
considering the manner in which he departs as emblematic of his character.
6.4.5 The Honorable Wicked—vv. 27-33
Through Job’s references and allusions to his friends’ rhetoric up to this point in his speech,
it is apparent that he has been addressing what he considers to be his companions’ errant mindset
regarding his situation.987 However, Job does not make his intentions explicitly clear until v. 27,
when he turns to his friends and states, “Indeed, I know your thoughts!” ( יָׁדעְ ִתי מחְ ְשבֹותֵ יכֶם988)הֵ ן. In
this section Job once again appeals to experience as the authentic test of his companions’
allegations, which he knows989 to be schemes with which his friends have plotted to do him harm
()מזִמֹות עָׁלי תחְ מֹ סּו.
ְ 990 Job’s reasoning at this point is straightforward. Job’s friends have adopted
the argumentation that the wicked suffer and conclude that this is the reason for Job’s suffering.
Therefore, Job deduces that they have collaborated in a hostile plot against him991 with the intent
of convincing him of their errant theology while causing him to suffer through their ineffective
counterarguments.992
6.4.5.1 Sample Allegation: The Wicked Lose their Abode—v. 28

986

Seow, Job 1-21, 874-75.
Clines, Job 21-37, 517.
988
The word הֵ ן, understood as a form of הּנֵה,
ִ calls attention to that which Job claims to definitively know
through experience and is therefore translated “indeed.” Job uses this word in a similar manner in 13:1 when
communicating knowledge perceived through the senses (כֹ ל ָׁר ֲאתָׁ ה עֵינִ י שָׁ ְמעָׁה אָׁ זְנִ י ותָׁ בֶ ן לָׁה-)הֶ ן. Ibid., 514.
989
Job is speaking from cognition, which is evident in the verb  ידעbeing gapped in v. 27b. Hakham, Job,
168.
990
Ibid., 168-69; Wilson, Job, 235. Since the context suggests that Job’s friends are using their schemes
against him, I supply the relative clause “with which” (i.e.  )ב ֲאשֶ רin the translation of this line. GKC §155k; Clines,
Job 21-37, 514; Seow, Job 1-21, 890.
991
Clines, Job 21-37, 532.
992
Seow, Job 1-21, 890.
987
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Not satisfied with simply presenting this general accusation, Job proceeds to give a specific
example of the misguided thoughts of his friends by which they have attempted to harm him. At
several points throughout their dialogues, Job’s friends have referred to the fate of the abode993 of
the wicked (cf. 8:14-15; 15:34; 18:15-21; 20:26-28), ultimately concluding that the dwelling place
of the unrepentant sinner is prone to destruction. In addition to this, Job’s friends have reiterated
the idea that the wicked, though previously rich and powerful, lose the possessions which they
likely attained through illicit means (15:27-29; 20:12-28).994 As the dialogues progressed, it
became increasingly evident that Job’s friends began considering the destruction of his house and
the abasement of his authority as evidence of his wickedness. Now in v. 28, Job reminds his
friends of their concerted opinions, which have manifested themselves through what the
companions continuously say (ֹאמרּו
ְ  )כִ י תregarding the fate of the house of the formerly-noble
wicked. Since Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar have been consistent in their claim that the house of
the wicked cannot withstand divine retribution, Job efficiently summarizes their elongated treatises
as rhetorical questions, hypothetically posed by his colleagues:995 “Where is the house of the
nobleman, and where are the tents of the dwelling places of the wicked?” (  וְ איֵה997נ ִָׁדיב- בֵ ית996איֵה

993

See section 2.3.3 for discussion of the various potential meanings of the term “house” ((ביׅ ת, which relates
the physical house, one’s lineage, and perhaps even, the cosmos.
994
See sections 3.4 and 5.2, respectively.
995
See Andersen, Job, 213-14, who notes that "Job is referring to [his friends], without quoting verbatim.”
996
Job asking the location of the abode undoubtedly implies that it has disappeared as a result of divine
retributive justice (cf.  איֹוin 14:10; 20:7). Clines, Job 21-37, 532.
997
Whereas the word  נ ִָׁדיבused elsewhere in the Bible to describe a person normally portrays someone of
noble character, the context of v. 28 requires that this term be understood in an unfavorable manner. Initially, the term
is in clear parallelism with the word ( ְרשָׁ עִ יםRowley, Job, 151-52), which like the נ ִָׁדיב, loses his dwelling place.
Additionally, this is likely not a continuation of the common fate in death theme which was established in vv. 23-26
because the very next verse (v. 29) commences a section in which Job contends that common experience indicates
that the wicked in fact receive preferential treatment in death (see below). These reasons, along with the fact that
Job’s friends have repeatedly emphasized the humiliation of the affluent, leads to the conclusion that Job uses the
word  נ ִָׁדיבto recall his friends’ arguments of just retribution extending to all people. As Dhorme relates, “ נ ִָׁדיבis used
in a pejorative sense. The author has in view the man of rank who has risen by extortion and violence.” Dhorme, Job,
321.
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ְרשָׁ עִ ים

998

)אֹ הֶ ל ִמ ְשכְ נֹות. Through these questions Job encapsulates the allegations of his friends

according to which both the once-noble evildoer (i.e. Job),999 as well as the overtly wicked,
ultimately suffer divine punishment through the disappearance of their houses, thereby denying
the possibility of any exception to the law of retribution.1000
Yet Job does not accept his friends’ contention that there is no exception to the law of
retribution. In fact, Job claims that the supposed infallibility of his friends’ just retribution doctrine
is not empirically substantiated, and he therefore invokes the witness of third-party testimony,
which demonstrates the antithesis of his companions’ theory.1001 Even though Job recently
contended that death serves as the event that equalizes all humans (vv. 23-26), Job reverts to the
claim he made in 9:24 that the wicked actually fair better than the righteous.1002

Explicitly

contradicting what his friends have said about the horrendous downfall and death of the wicked,
Job invokes the testimony of travelers in v. 29 with the intent of demonstrating that the wicked
actually receive preferential treatment over the upright in their death and burial (vv. 30-33).
6.4.5.2 An Appeal to External Testimony—vv. 29-30
Throughout their speeches, Job’s friends have repeatedly invoked traditional wisdom and,
through this, universal applicability of the just retribution system.

Eliphaz unequivocally

dismissed the idea that foreigners could contribute wisdom to the ancients with regard to this

998

Some commentators have considered the phrase  אֹ הֶ ל ִמ ְשכְ נֹותto be redundant. Hartley (Job, 319, n.2)
recommends removing it as a gloss and simply reading  ִמ ְשכְ נֹותfor the sake of syllable count as well as matching the
nomen regens ()מ ְשכְ נֹות
ִ with the nomen rectum ()רשָׁ עִ ים.
ְ Ball claims that  אֹ הֶ לmight be as a result of dittography of איֵה.
Ball, Job, 294. However, as Dhorme points out, it is simply too convenient to eliminate אֹ הֶ ל. Dhorme, Job, 321-22.
As Ps 132:3 demonstrates (יתי
ִ ֵאָׁ ב ֹא בְ אֹ הֶ ל ב-) ִאם, repetition of this nature can occur in biblical poetry. Additionally, the
word  ִמ ְשכְ נֹותmight be serving as a plural of amplification which is “intended to intensify the idea of the stem.” GKC
§124b, d-f. See also Clines, Job 21-37, 515. As was discussed above in section 5.2.4.3, repetition of the same concepts
using similar wording in close proximity to one another is used by the poet of Job as an emphatic device.
999
Ball (Job, 294), Hakham, (Job, 169) and Hartley (Job, 320), also suggest that Job is alluding to his friends’
references to his own situation. See also Job’s self-assessment as a respected person in 29:12-25.
1000
Hartley, Job, 320.
1001
Clines, Job 21-37, 531.
1002
See section 2.4.5 for discussion of this verse in the contexts of the Bible and Job.
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system (15:18-19).1003 Zophar recently invoked the wisdom of the ancients, stating that from time
immemorial people have known that the joy of the wicked is short-lived (20:4-5).1004 Job now
retorts that his friends are clearly not as knowledgeable as they consider themselves to be by
depending on traditional wisdom. Determined to accentuate what he considers to be his friends’
blatant disregard for human experience, Job caustically asks them, “Have you not asked travelers?
Have you not denied their testimonies?” (In ).

1007

ל ֹא ְתנכֵרּו

1006

עֹובְ ֵרי דָׁ ֶרְך וְ אֹ תֹ תָׁ ם

1005

ֲהל ֹא ְשאֶ לְ תֶ ם

contempt of all of the wisdom Job’s friends claim to have gleaned from antiquity, Job admonishes
them for their naïveté.1008 Those who have not been indoctrinated by their community1009—those
who have traveled, attained extensive life experience,1010 and have no theological presuppositions
about Job’s dire situation—would certainly inform Job’s companions that their theology does not
harmonize with personal observations concerning the fate of the wicked.
This thought is carried over into the next line, in which the specific content of the
testimonies of the travelers is exposed.1011 These travelers, whose witness Job considers a better
indication of reality than his companions’ theological system, observe that the wicked are not
handed over to judgment as Job’s friends had maintained (cf. 15:23; 18:20; 20:28). Rather, the

1003

Hartley, Job, 321.
Habel, Job, 330.
1005
For an explanation of the peculiar vowel pointing (i.e., a ṣere the place of an expected patach), which
bears no significance upon the meaning of the word, see GKC §44d, 64f, and Joüon §42d.
1006
Despite the word  אוׄ תnormally meaning “sign” (BDB, 16), it can also take on the meaning “testimony,”
as is particularly noted in Isa 19:20 where  אוׄ תis coupled with עֵד. Seow, Job 1-21, 891.
1007
The verb  נכרI in the piel means “to regard, recognize” (BDB, 648) which Clines translates as
“acknowledge” and suggests is a fine parallel for  ְשאֶ לְ תֶ םin the previous line. Clines, Job 21-37, 515. See also Dhorme,
Job, 322. This is reasonable, but may not adequately reflect how displeased Job is with his friends’ claim to knowledge
through tradition. Job is not simply asking his friends if they are willing to acknowledge that there are other welltraveled people who hold different beliefs from them. Rather, Job is claiming that his friends explicitly deny the truths
that are acquired through experiences of people outside of their community. Therefore, it is more suitable to
understand  ְתנכֵרּוas derived from  נכרII in the piel, “to deny” (BDB, 1125), which coincides with a meaning of the
related Arabic root “ نكرto deny” (Lane, 2849, def. 4). See also Hartley, Job, 319, n. 3.
1008
Andersen, Job, 217.
1009
Cf. Lam 1:12; 2:15; Ps 80:13. Clines, Job 21-37, 533; Seow, Job 1-21, 890-91.
1010
Rowley, Job, 152; Wilson, Job, 236.
1011
Hakham, Job, 169; Seow, Job 1-21, 891.
1004
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impious are spared calamity on the day when divinely appointed wrath is manifested ( 1012כִ י לְ יֹום
preferential treatment ). This claim completes the picture of the 1014 יּובָׁ לּו1013אֵ יד יֵחָׁ שֶ ְך ָׁרע לְ יֹום עֲבָׁ רֹות
of the wicked. In Job’s earlier comments, he claimed that the wicked only experienced good while
upon the earth (vv. 7-13). Now, even in death, the wicked are able to escape all evil. 1015 Those
who travel attest to the fact that the wicked are not simply delivered from an eschatological day of
future wrath, but, rather, they are delivered from all of the calamities which Job’s friends claimed
would come upon the wicked in life—presumably culminating in their death.1016
6.4.5.3 No Accountability in Life, No Liability in Death—vv. 31-33
Thus Job expresses his opinion that there is, in reality, no accountability of the wicked for
their actions during their lifetime as well as no liability in death. Job continues this assertion in v.
31, where he initially points out the wicked’s lack of accountability to their own peers by
questioning, “Who will denounce him to his face?” ( ָׁפנָׁיו ד ְרכֹו-יּגִ יד על-) ִמי.

Contrary to the

companions’ idea of the wicked being humiliated and exposed (e.g., Bildad, 18:201017; Zophar,

1012

In both occurrences of the word  לְ יֹוםin the verse, the preposition  לis used instead of the expected ב.
Several commentators have suggested that the  לtakes on a separative force in this context similar to the comparable
preposition in Ugaritic and thus understand  לְ יֹוםto mean “from the day.” Pope, Job, 161; Habel, Job, 323; Hartley,
Job, 320, n. 6; Clines, Job 21-37, 515. Whereas it could be the case that the  לis used in this context as it is in Ugaritic
to indicate separation, it is also important to note that the  לis used elsewhere in the Bible instead of  בwith the word
 יֹוםto indicate “on [a given] day.” See for example, Isa 10:3 ()לְ יֹום פְ קֻ דָׁ ה, Ps 81:4 ()לְ יֹום חּגֵנּו, Prov 7:20 ()לְ יֹום הכֵסֶ א.
Seow, Job 1-21, 891. Hakham notes that  לwas also used in this same manner in Mishnaic Hebrew. Hakham, Job,
169.
1013
Though this is the only time that the phrase  יֹום עֲבָׁ רֹותappears in the Bible, the comparable phrases יֹום
( עֶבְ רת יְ הוָׁהEzek 7:19; Zeph 1:18), and simply ( יֹום עֶבְ ָׁרהZeph 1:15; Prov 11:4) understood in their respective contexts,
suggest that divine wrath is being portrayed. Seow, Job 1-21, 891.
1014
Some commentators have suggested emendation to the verb  יּובָׁ לּוbecause of the inconsistency in gender
of the words in the phrase עֲבָׁ רֹות יּובָׁ לּו. Thus Clines, for example, contends that  יּובָׁ לּוshould be emended to either יֻצל
or  יֻצְ לּוin reference to a wicked person, or the wicked in general, being saved from the day of God’s wrath. Clines,
Job 21-37, 516. Seow, however, notes that the usage of masculine plural verbal forms with feminine plural subject is
characteristic of Late Biblical Hebrew texts and evident on several occasions in Job (see 1:12; 15:6, 12; 16:22). Seow,
Job 1-21, 891-92. Thus, perhaps the verb  יּובָׁ לּוis in fact properly conjugated and refers to the carrying out of God’s
wrath.
1015
Wilson, Job, 236.
1016
Clines, Job 21-37, 533.
1017
See section 4.7.
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20:271018), people fear and defer to the wicked, and no one dares denounce them.1019 Thus, the
irreligious live their lives and expire without anyone ever daring to confront them concerning their
impious character.1020
Job makes a significant allusion to Bildad’s previous statements by mentioning the way
( )דֶ ֶרְךof the wicked. In 18:7-10 Bildad expounds upon the way of the wicked that perpetually
causes them to falter, and claims that this stumbling is retribution for their wickedness.1021 Job
now makes reference to the godless course of the life of the wicked. In this path, the wicked never
falter, but rather progress in the course of their immorality.1022

Furthermore, the lack of

accountability transcends the earthly realm. Not only does no one ever repay the wicked for their
evil, but Job casts doubt upon the idea that God takes retributive action against them at all (-וְ הּוא
לֹו-)עָׁשָׁ ה ִמי יְ שלֶם. God has not established any system or authority upon the earth to consistently
repay the wicked for their immoral conduct. When the wicked die, their deeds leading to their
punishment are not disclosed. No one chastens them—not even God. Rather, they are glorified
through a dignified burial, regardless of how they have lived.1023
In contrast to the ignominious death of the wicked, in which they supposedly perish with
no riches or memorial (15:29, 34; 18:16-17; 19; 20:15, 28), Job relates that the impious are
provided a luxurious funeral1024 and are honored by their community after their deaths. The wicked

1018

See section 5.2.3.2.2.
Hakham, Job, 170; Habel, Job, 330.
1020
Pope, Job, 162.
1021
See section 4.2.
1022
Wilson, Job, 236.
1023
Hartley, Job, 321. Wilson lucidly expounds upon the sense this verse: “During life no confrontation mars
the joyous prosperity of the wicked; no judgment, divine or human, calls them to account for their evil deeds…Job
has removed either possibility as a source of judgment for the arrogant wicked. They live; they die; and nowhere do
they suffer or receive appropriate recompense for their evil.” Wilson, Job, 237.
1024
Andersen, Job, 217.
1019
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are carried off in a procession to their grave ( יּובָׁ ל1025)וְ הּוא לִ קְ בָׁ רֹות, instead of—like Job’s children—
dying in a terrifying natural disaster without a decent burial (1:18-19).1026 Once the wicked are
properly buried, they are privileged to have watchmen safeguard their graves (1027 1028ּג ִָׁדיש-וְ על
—)יִ ְשקֹודperhaps to protect them from robbers,1029 or simply to prevent disturbance of their
bodies.1030 Either way, with the wicked’s tomb properly guarded, their corpses are kept safe and
their memory is perpetuated (contra Bildad in 18:17).1031

Unlike what the friends have been

invariably asserting, the wicked do not suffer and experience tragedy towards the end of their lives.
Instead they end their lives in the greatest prosperity and honor imaginable to Job and his friends—
“with a flourish; a sumptuous funeral, accompanied by vast crowds, a lavish tomb, all the marks
of honor and respect.”1032
Thus, the death of the wicked is by no means an occasion on which the wicked are exposed
as victimizers and are deprived of all goods (20:18). The day of their internment is, paradoxically

1025

It could be that the plural  לִ קְ בָׁ רֹותrefers to a site where there are multiple graves—either a familial burial
ground (cf. 2 Chron 16:14 לֹו בְ עִ יר דָׁ וִ יד- ֲאשֶ ר כ ָָׁׁרה,[ ויִ קְ בְ רֻ הּו בְ קִ בְ רֹ תָׁ יוHakham, Job, 170]), or perhaps a necropolis (Seow,
Job 1-21, 892).
1026
See Isa 14:19-20 and Jer 22:19 for biblical examples of the humiliation associated with not being afforded
a decent burial. Clines, Job 21-37, 533.
1027
Some commentators have suggested that the antecedent to the verb  יִ ְשקֹודis the wicked man himself, who
watches over his own grave—ascribing to him post-mortem consciousness. See Delitzsch, Job, 1:418; Ball, Job, 295;
Dhorme, Job, 323-24. The wording of this passage permits this reading, but the context makes it implausible. Job is
not particularly concerned with attributing immortality to the wicked but, rather, respect and honor. It is more likely
that Job insinuates that the graves of the wicked are kept by an unspecified guard. Hence,  י ְִשקֹודshould be understood
impersonally as “one will watch over”—with the watchman guarding the tomb similar to the  שֹומֵ רin Ps 127:1 (-ִאם
עִ יר שָׁ וְ א שָׁ קד שֹומֵ ר-יִ ְשמָׁ ר-)יְ הוָׁה ל ֹא. Rowley, Job, 152.
1028
Many commentators view  ּג ִָׁדישas being the Hebrew cognate of, and taking on the same meaning as, the
Arabic “ َجددَثgrave, sepulcher” (Lane, 388). See Hartley, Job, 321, n. 8; Clines, Job 21-37, 516. This suggestion is
plausible, but since Job mentions graves in the first line of the verse, one might also read  ּג ִָׁדישI to refer to a heap of
dirt on top of the burial place (cf. 5:26). Hakham, Job, 170. See BDB, 155; HALOT, 178.
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Clines, Job 21-37, 534.
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Ball, Job, 296.
1031
Driver and Gray, Job, 1:190; Clines, Job 21-37, 533.
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to Job, a day on which the earth is especially sweet to the wicked (Job

1034 1033

.

נָׁחל-לֹו ִרגְ בֵ י-(מָׁ ְתקּו

employs hyperbolic language1035 to depict a huge procession going before and after the wicked1036
(ּולְ ָׁפנָׁיו אֵ ין ִמ ְספָׁ ר

1037

אָׁ דָׁ ם יִ ְמשֹוְך- )אח ֲָׁריו כָׁלundoubtedly disputing the arguments of his companions

concerning the woeful end of the wicked (18:13-21; 20:20-29),1038 and as evidence that the wicked
are esteemed upon their death. Not only is the end of life a common experience to all human
beings—as Job had formerly pointed out (vv. 23-26)—but the fact that human experience actually
suggests that the wicked prosper, not only in life, but also in death, makes the occasion of death
an impossible criterion for judgment.1039
6.4.5.4 The Unfaithfulness of the Friends—v. 34
Job’s friends’ accusations have progressed throughout the first two rounds of their dialogue
to the point at which they have come to directly level at him the most offensive personal and
theological accusations conceivable in their thought world. While Job has occasionally fired back,
insulting his companions (cf. 16:2-4; 19:5),1040 as he does in v. 34a by communicating through a
rhetorical question that it is impossible to comfort him with their nonsense ()וְ אֵ יְך ְתנחֲמּונִ י הָׁ בֶ ל, he
never quite so plainly expressed such a reaction to their severe allegations until chapter 21. Now,

1033
It is clear that burial is being spoken of in this verse in light of the specific reference to the grave and
description of someone guarding the burial ground. However, it is unclear exactly why Job depicts the dead being
buried in a  נָׁחלand what exactly the phrase נָׁחל- ִרגְ בֵ יsignifies. It is plausible that the usage of the word נָׁחל, which can
indicate a “torrent valley” or “wadi,” depicts a burial location in the lowlands similar to that of Moses in Deut 34:6
()ויִ קְ בֹ ר אֹ תֹו בּגי בְ אֶ ֶרץ מֹואָׁ ב. It is not easy to distinguish why exactly the impious would be depicted as buried in a valley,
but if this is the correct understanding, there could be an association with the revered Moses tradition. If the wicked
of v. 33 are indeed buried in some type of lowland area close to a wadi (or, perhaps, in a cave [Seow, Job 1-21, 892]),
then perhaps נָׁחל- ִרגְ בֵ יrefers to the sticky mud (cf.  ְרגָׁבִ ים יְ דֻבָׁ קּוin 38:38) that might be dug out of the ground and then
heaped over the body. Rowley, Job, 153.
1034
Habel, Job, 330.
1035
Seow, Job 1-21, 893.
1036
Hakham, Job, 170.
1037
Perhaps the usage of the verb  משךwith the preposition  אחרintends to convey that people were drawn to
the wicked in life (cf.  מָׁ ְשכֵנִ י אח ֲֶריָךin Song 1:4). This allure continued until the death of the wicked when their funeral
procession consists of those who admired them in life.
1038
Hartley, Job, 321.
1039
Wilson, Job, 237.
1040
See introduction to chapter 6 for further comments regarding these verses.
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at the end of his diatribe against his friends’ injurious commentary on his situation, Job makes his
own accusations against his friends.
Of all of the denunciations Job could have made against his friends as he finishes his
extensive reply to their misguided analysis of his situation, Job only accuses his friends of one
offense—treason. The only thing that remains from the companions’ supposed solutions to his
tragic predicament is their unfaithfulness (מָׁ על-(ּותשּובֹ תֵ יכֶם נִ ְשאר
ְ . All of the other erroneous
commentary effectively disappears and is forgotten1041 by Job because it is significantly less
important than their lack of loyalty to Job and their blind allegiance to God. They have been
unfaithful to Job1042 in that they have been worthless in their responsibility as friends to provide
him comfort, which was the primary reason for them visiting him (cf. 2:11 לֹו-ויִ ָּׁועֲדּו יחְ דָׁ ו לָׁבֹוא לָׁנּוד
)ּולְ נחֲמֹו.1043 It is safe to say that, “(t)he agony of Job in this speech lies not in his conflict with God
but with his friends, who have shown no capacity to understand his slight from anything but a
traditional perspective.”1044
It is because of the companions’ strict adherence to this traditional perspective that Job
believes that they have also been unfaithful to God. Their endeavor to provide Job with orthodox
responses concerning his situation have led them into a place of theological indiscretion that they
are unable to escape. Job’s knows first-hand that these responses are untrue and therefore
misleading. Yet as the dialogues advance, and the intensity of the accusations increase, Job
increasingly perceives that his friends brutally used their theological system of just retribution to
hurt rather than to comfort him. Their persistence in their theological misguidedness demonstrates
a level of unfaithfulness to God that renders Job’s friends theologically dangerous.1045 They think
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Seow, Job 1-21, 893.
Hakham, Job, 171.
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See further discussion concerning Job’s friends’ “consolations” above in section 6.3.
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Habel, Job, 324.
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Seow, Job 1-21, 877.
1042

273

they know how God invariably works. When experience does not line up with their theology, they
consider their dogma to be more important than experience and superimpose their theology upon
the reality ordered by God.

This arrogant approach to theology is indeed “teaching God

knowledge,” and, in Job’s opinion, it is theologically wrong. This is the harshest accusation that
Job, a God-fearing pious man, could ever pronounce against his friends.

6.5 Summary
Job 21 marks more than merely the end of the second round of speeches. This chapter
thoroughly refutes the arguments that Job’s friends have presented in favor of abiding by
traditional wisdom, and using the just retribution rubric to determine one’s level of impiety. This
certainly does not mean that Job’s friends have given up on their dogmatic adherence to their
paradigm (e.g. 22:5, 14-18), but Job’s comprehensive reply to their specific claims nullifies all
potential accusations stemming from their paradigm. Throughout the rest of the book of Job, the
allegations of Job’s wickedness, and likewise the imagery associated with it, are not quite as
sustained, and never as extensively answered, as they are in this response. Thus, the motif
pertaining to the fate of the wicked dwindles after Job repeatedly alludes to specific rhetoric and
imagery of his companions’ speeches to argue against the applicability of the doctrine of just
retribution to his situation. As intensely as Job’s friends claim that God punishes the wicked, Job
conversely claims that misfortune is not an adequate test of wickedness. In fact, the prosperity of
the wicked is that which observation and experience attest as reality and not tribulation.
It becomes evident through Job’s response that he perceives, and responds to, the latent
references to his formerly prosperous life as depicted in the prologue. Job replies to these allusions
by drawing from human experience and strives to direct his friends’ attention to the realities of life
around them. This is precisely the method Job takes concerning his friends’ repeated allusions to
the demise of the wicked’s children and the dispossession of their ill-gotten financial prosperity.
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Upon recognizing that the companions are alluding to his former state to suggest that the death of
Job’s children and animals are indications of his wickedness, Job counters their arguments by
pointing out that empirical observation exposes major inconsistencies in their theology. Initially,
the wicked’s cattle are extremely fertile resulting in perpetual affluence. Additionally, they are
blessed with an abundance of joyful children, who are free from any residual punishment that
apparently should have afflicted their parents.
Job finds another theological flaw related to the just retribution paradigm, concerning the
fate of one’s children. Punishment rendered upon the children of the wicked is not a viable form
of assessing a person’s character. If just retribution were a legitimate system, suffering would
immediately come upon the sinner, who should be aware that he is being punished. Impious people
do not care about the fate of their families after they die. This refutes any contention that
punishment of the wicked’s children instead of them could serve as just retribution. This argument
eliminates the companions’ potential critique of Job’s observations of the wicked living in
prosperity by suggesting that punishment does not always come upon the wicked, but their children
suffer in their place. This too is rejected by Job as wrong.
Job specifically addresses the oft-mentioned contention that the joy of the wicked is shortlived, resulting in their dying horrible deaths as a result of divine retribution for their misdeeds.
Nothing could be further from observable truth, in Job’s opinion. The wicked and their households
live long joyous lives, blessed with physically strong bodies. The wicked die in due time, like
everyone, without anxiety serving as a harbinger of their imminent death. Once human beings are
laid to rest, it is impossible to distinguish among them. According to Job, this essentially discredits
the use of death as a viable criterion for determining one’s character.
Nevertheless, though all end up in the grave, posthumous honor of the wicked further
demonstrates the impossibility of death as a valid criterion for wickedness. Glorification of the
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wicked is exemplified through a colossal procession leading their remains to their burial ground.
Once laid to rest, the wicked continue to be respected as a guard watches over their grave. They
are never held accountable, or even confronted, for their misdeeds. They are prosperous in life
and venerated after their deaths. This is a further indication for Job that the system of just
retribution does not apply in his circumstances.
The fact that the wicked escape calamity is observed by Job, but further substantiated by
travelers outside of the community. Despite these observations, Job’s friends obstinately adhere
to their belief system. They have moved from friends who initially strived to demonstrate
compassion for Job, to subtle accusers, to outright assailants of his character, to traitors who cannot
be dissuaded of an unrealistic view of divine order that does not conform to their doctrine.
Job 21 is not merely the end of the second round of speeches. For all intents and purposes,
here Job provides the conclusive answer to the extensive arguments concerning his situation
matching the fate of the wicked. Job ultimately demonstrates that the claims his friends have
made, including all of the major points that they have asserted regarding the fate of the wicked,
are simply wrong in light of universal experience. Thus, in Job’s companions’ appeals to God’s
exacting retribution upon the sinner, they have failed at their objective of providing comfort and
have proven themselves disloyal to Job and to God. Job may not have convinced his friends yet
that, if there is one exception to their dogma, it is he. He has, however, convinced the reader.

276

7 Summary & Conclusions
The validity of Job’s counterclaims presented in chapter 21 is up to the reader to deliberate
at this point. Eliphaz demonstrates his reluctance to consider Job’s rejoinder and immediately
advances further accusations against him in a denunciatory response in his next speech (22:1-30).
However, regardless of additional accusations at this point alluding to Job’s wickedness—despite
the companions’ further insistence on the retribution theory, and insinuations that Job’s situation
is a case in point—Job has definitively answered them. Consequently, Job redirects his complaints
to the vertical axis, once again protesting his circumstances to God. Job does not cease grieving,
nor does he desist from his claim to innocence. However, following his rebuttal in chapter 21, he
is essentially finished directly addressing his friends’ retribution ideology and accusations of
wickedness.
It becomes progressively evident throughout the first two cycles of dialogue that, not only
is theodicy a dominant theme, the fate of the wicked is also a major concern for Job and his
companions. For this reason, it is imperative to analyze the first two dialogues in light of this this
motif and refrain from an approach that exclusively considers the question concerning the
theological reason as to why hardship falls upon the pious. As Job’s friends strive to vindicate
divine justice, they repeatedly describe the disastrous fate of those who do not honor God. It
emerges that the goal of Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar is to explain Job’s trials in light of traditional
wisdom, which propagates the doctrine of just retribution. Their homogenous explanations
suggest that Job suffers because he has somehow wronged God. Through their usage of vivid
imagery relating to the fate of the wicked—particularly in the second round of speeches—Job’s
friends eventually accuse him of being one of the very wicked they describe.
Job’s friends’ conclusive application of their dogma to his personal situation causes him to
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scrutinize the foundation of their theology. Job concludes that traditional wisdom is not a
satisfactory foundation on which to establish the sweeping consequences of the doctrine of just
retribution. Experience must be taken into consideration—a claim that immediately calls attention
to the fact that the wicked not only experience better life conditions than Job, but altogether
prosper. Consequently, Job is compelled to confront his friends with the empirical evidence
gathered from experience that questions the validity of their theory holding that the trials that had
come upon Job should befall the impious alone. Because of Job’s integrity, he cannot accede to
his friends’ doctrine and thus resorts to presenting a case before God rather than falsely indicting
himself.1046 To depend exclusively upon traditional wisdom is to eliminate human experience,
which, according to Job, takes precedence in coming to terms with divine justice. To trust in their
theological system of just retribution would be to admit fabricated wrongdoing in order use God
for personal gain. For Job, this is the essence of wickedness.1047
Nevertheless, Job takes pains in chapter 21 to reject straightforwardly the application of
his friends’ dogma—especially to his situation. Job’s conscientious rebuttals, which claim that
the wicked prosper rather than perish, relate to the companions’ depictions of the doctrine of just
retribution in such a way that Job is depicted as unequivocally invalidating their theories
concerning his suffering, as well as negating their traditional wisdom as the only manner in which
truth concerning his circumstances can be attained. This is Job’s tour de force relating to the
prosperity of the wicked, and a presentation of the contradiction this fact poses to the doctrine of
just retribution.
Studying the passages that treat the fate of the wicked in the book of Job alongside extrabiblical literature reveals that the book of Job not only fits within its ancient Near Eastern literary
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context, but in fact, the dialogues are notably conversant with the other wisdom sections of the
Bible and ancient Near Eastern literature. This is particularly evident in the characters’ utilization
of comparable rhetoric and imagery to treat similar themes apparent in ancient Near Eastern
compositions. Job subsequently adopts this rhetoric and imagery in his responses, climaxing in
chapter 21. The following sections summarize the major motifs and imagery relating to the fate
of the wicked that are apparent in the first two cycles of dialogues. Each section briefly outlines
how the themes and language of Job can be considered in light of similar findings in other sections
of the Bible and with ancient Near Eastern literature.

7.1 Recurrent Themes Related to Retribution
7.1.1 Appeal to Traditional Wisdom
Bildad commences his first speech by making an overt appeal to the authority of traditional
wisdom as the basis for his trustworthiness, and as the best means for verifying the cause of Job’s
trials. This appeal to ancient wisdom is not only repeated by Job’s companions (e.g. 15:10, 1719; 20:4-5), but it is also apparent in other biblical literature (e.g., Deut 32:7). The invocation of
ancient tradition to establish authority and wisdom transcends the Bible and appears in diverse
forms in several ancient Near Eastern compositions. For instance, legendary ancient Near Eastern
kings identified with the seven apkallū—sages from antiquity who possessed superb wisdom (e.g.
the “Myth of Adapa”). Another composition, Šimâ Milka, quite pragmatically demonstrates the
emphasis upon former generations for wisdom in that it features a father instructing his son while
appealing to ancient ancestors. Ultimately, ancient Near Eastern scribes began identifying with
early figures so as to make their writings more authoritative. Consequently, respect for ancient
authorship may have been reflected in the late periods when prominent families began assuming
patronyms of real or imaginary ancient ancestors—some of whom were purported to be sages.
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Job challenges his friends’ confidence in traditional wisdom by suggesting that those who
have traveled and have not been indoctrinated in traditional wisdom by the friends’ community
would point out that their theology does not correspond with experience (21:29). In this way, Job
asserts that his friends have not learned much from their forefathers. Their complete reliance upon
tradition demonstrates that their accusations stem from naivety and not true wisdom. Perhaps at
one point Job may have agreed with conventional wisdom, but by the end of the second round of
dialogues, Job asserts that experience trumps tradition.
7.1.2 Transience of Wealth and Impending Poverty
The claim that the wicked lose their wealth as a result of their impiety is another theme that
repeats in Job’s friends’ speeches. Eliphaz broaches this discussion by depicting the stubborn
rebellious as an overweight man who dwells amongst ruins (15:27-28). Eliphaz explicitly states
that the impious man is deprived of using his fleeting possessions to increase his wealth (v. 29).
Hence, according to Eliphaz the prosperity of the wicked is simply an illusion.
Zophar most expressly harps on the retributive consequence of lost wealth, as it dominates
the lion’s share of his speech in chapter 20. Zophar contends that the wicked obtain their ill-gotten
gain by exploitation of the poor. Yet, despite the impious’ efforts to maintain those possessions,
they are forced to make restitution. Thus Zophar, similar to Eliphaz, claims that the prosperity of
the wicked is a temporary phenomenon brought to an abrupt end by fatal retribution (see 20:10,
15-18). This conclusion coincides with similar statements dispersed throughout Proverbs (1:13,
19, 31; 10:2, 16; 11:18; 13:11; 15:6; 21:6).
Warnings against attaining illicit gain are found in a number of ancient Near Eastern
compositions (e.g., Šimâ Milka, Ballad of Early Rulers, Kirta, Babylonian Theodicy). However,
the assertion that wealth attained by illicit means cannot remain in the possession of the wicked is
a theme particularly established in Amenemope. This composition encourages goodness toward
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the poor and weak, while using imagery similar to Zophar’s (see the discussion below) to indicate
the ephemeral nature of illicit possessions.
Job however dissents from the traditional biblical opinion shared with several ancient Near
Eastern compositions. Job repudiates the suggestions that the wicked are dispossessed of their
wealth—whether ill-gotten, or gained by other means. In fact, Job’s observations indicate that
those who do not honor God experience good fortune—an observation which is shared by the
sufferer of the Babylonian Theodicy. Job claims that the impious abound with unwarranted
rewards as is evident in their abundance of reproductive cattle (20:10). This abundance of fertile
cattle is clearly understood in its biblical context as an indication of divine blessing (Deut 28:4; Ps
144:13) and hence, the implication that God’s system of justice is unintelligibly skewed.
7.1.3 The Absence of Offspring and Infertility of the Impious
Childlessness is generally considered a sign of divine judgment in the Bible (cf., Gen
20:18). Thus, it is unsurprising that Job’s friends would point this out in the second round of
speeches and insinuate that he is devoid of his children because of his wrongdoing. Barrenness is
hinted by Eliphaz at the beginning of the second round of speeches through his depiction of bare
branches lacking the ability to reproduce (15:32b-33). Eliphaz does not remain subtle for long as
his next statement explicitly states that the godless and all in their band are doomed to infertility
(v. 34a).
This straightforward and harsh remark concerning the infertility of the wicked is matched
by Bildad in what he presents to be a definitive statement about the barrenness of the impious.
Bildad also depicts the wicked as a desolate plant1048 to suggest their complete eradication, and
perhaps even the annihilation of their offspring (18:16). The wicked’s lack of offspring becomes
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See the elaboration of botanical and agricultural imagery in section 7.2.
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increasingly evident as Bildad proceeds to assert that the memory of the wicked perishes and that
no offspring survive them (vv. 17, 19).
Two Ugaritic texts, The Epic of Kirta and the Epic of Aqhat, provide examples
demonstrating that lacking offspring was indeed considered a serious problem in ancient Near
Eastern thought.

These compositions affirm that being childless was viewed as a severe

misfortune, signifying the impossibility of perpetuating one’s name and memory. This, perhaps,
serves as a backdrop to the claims of Job’s friends as they play on one of the greatest personal
fears of the people in the biblical world.
Job straightforwardly contradicts the assertion that the wicked are not blessed with
offspring. Job claims that the wicked have plenty of children who are established around them,
celebrate joyous activities, while benefitting from complete safety (21:8-9, 11-12). Not only this,
but the character of the wicked is such that, even if their impiety were to affect their ability to have
children—or their actual children— they would not care (vv. 19-21).
7.1.4 The Wicked are Terrorized by Perpetual Fear
The idea that the wicked could never experience peace is one that appears in the Bible (cf.
Isa 57:20-21). Job’s friends all agree that the wicked are constantly fretting over their impending
judgment. This is most strongly stated by Eliphaz, who claims that the wicked are always in a
personal storm of sorts, hearing the voices of frightful things perpetually ringing in their ears. This
fear provokes the wicked to irrationally imagine calamity coming upon them to the point where
they are overpowered by anguish (15:20-21, 24). The wicked experiencing fear leading them to
delusion is also portrayed in Proverbs, where the wicked are depicted as fleeing when there is
nothing chasing them (Prov 28:1). The wicked’s precarious condition of always fearing their
demise is briefly echoed by Bildad (18:11), and Zophar (20:25).
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The sufferer in Ludlul also evidently experiences perpetual fear to the point where the
sufferer’s agony transcends the physical domain to the affective and psychological domains. The
protagonist complains of suffering apprehension in his heart, terror, panic, and perpetual fear. The
sufferer then asserts that there is a pursuer seeking him. Yet, the identity of the unnamed assailant
is not clear, leaving open the possibility that it is a figment of the sufferer’s imagination brought
about by his distress.
Job challenges the idea that the wicked spend even one day fretting over the consequences
of their actions. The reason for Job is that the wicked completely disregard God by never praying,
have no desire to know anything about God, and do not fear any retribution whatsoever for not
heeding God (21:14-15). On the contrary, despite the wicked’s intentional inattentiveness to God,
they live out their days in prosperity and die without experiencing any unusual circumstances (v.
13).
7.1.5 The Ephemerality of the Existence of the Wicked and their Public Demise
The sentence for wickedness in the retribution theology paradigm based upon traditional
wisdom is the death penalty, according to Job’s friends. This is mentioned early in the second
cycle of speeches by Eliphaz, who states that the wicked are marked for the sword and know that
their day of darkness approaches (15:23). However, this doctrine emphatically comes to light in
the second speeches of Bildad and Zophar, in which they claim that the wicked will die horrible
deaths (Bildad [18:5-6, 18], Zophar [20:6-8, 16, 23, 26, 28]). Additionally, Bildad and Zophar
assert the public nature of just retribution, and adduce the wicked as examples of divine justice
(Bildad [18:20], Zophar [20:28]). Other biblical literature similarly pronounces the death penalty
on the wicked (Prov 13:9; 24:20), as well as for those who simply do not honor God’s commands
(e.g., Exod 20:12; 21:17; Lev 20:9; Deut 5:16; 27:16).
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Both the ephemeral existence of the wicked as well as their public demise are untruthful
consequences of wickedness to Job. Job asserts that the wicked do not die early or quickly, but
maintain their strength throughout long and prosperous lives (21:7; 13a). Job does concede that
the end of the lives of the wicked may, in fact, be a public event. Nevertheless, he contends that
the wicked are publicly celebrated at their funerals. Contrary to people travelling from the ends
of the earth to witness the punishment upon the wicked, throngs of people gather together to pay
tribute to their lives. Even after their deaths, the wicked are paid their due respect by their grave
being guarded as though they were honorable during life (21:32-33).

7.2 The Imagery of Job’s World
The above issues that deeply concern the characters in Job are prevalent themes in other
biblical literature, as well as in ancient Near Eastern compositions. Job eventually responds to
these recurring motifs which his friends use to ascertain his guilt. Needless to say, Job disputes
his friends’ application of their dogma to his personal situation and is willing to confute the fine
points of their theology, regardless of whether there is biblical or extra-biblical precedent to their
arguments.
As the characters engage in dialogue relating to the fate of the wicked, they utilize imagery
familiar from the Bible and other ancient Near Eastern literature to support their points. This
section tracks and summarizes three of the main points of imagery used to indict Job, and how
they are used throughout Job, in the Bible, and, where available, in ancient Near Eastern
compositions.
7.2.1 The Dichotomy between Light and Darkness
The imagery of light and darkness is used in Job to communicate at least two related points.
Eliphaz uses the imagery of darkness in 5:14 to indicate the folly of those who would proudly
consider themselves wise. The implication is that those who are in the light have the ability to
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make wise decisions, but those whom God deprives of light are not sensible. This imagery is
expanded in Eliphaz’s second speech to assert that darkness is the consequence of wickedness.
Eliphaz intensifies the application of this imagery and concludes that God does not simply hinder
the self-assumed wisdom of the impious, but that the wicked actually die—thereby equating
darkness with death (15:22-23, 30). The fact that darkness conveys the idea of destruction is
corroborated by Zophar’s usage of the imagery. Zophar claims that darkness lies in wait for the
ephemeral treasures of the wicked in order to eradicate them (20:26).
The dichotomy between light and darkness is most notable in Bildad’s second speech in
which he adopts the image of a lamp to make his point. According to Bildad, those residences
deprived of the light of a lamp are those under the dominion of death (18:5-6). Thus, the realm of
light is life, and those who are expelled from light’s domain meet their demise in the darkness.
This is precisely what happens to the wicked, who are banished from this world and completely
annihilated (v. 18). The usage of the lamp to communicate the dichotomy between light and
darkness, as well as the same meaning of the imagery, pervades Proverbs (13:9; 20:20; 24:20), and
is also evident in the Torah (Exod 20:12; Deut 5:16).
There are indications in ancient Near Eastern literature that the imagery of light and
darkness was similarly understood outside of Israel. Ancient Near Eastern compositions depict
the netherworld as dark and devoid of light (e.g., Descent of Ishtar to the Netherworld). In addition
to this, light and darkness can also symbolize the quality of one’s life in this literature. Those who
are in the presence of light benefit from a good quality of life, while those who are deprived of this
light are better off dead (e.g., The Ballad of Early Rulers).
Job also uses imagery related to light and darkness in his response to his friends. In 21:17
Job clearly refers to Bildad’s lamp imagery and asserts that the wicked are infrequently, if ever,
deprived of light. According to Job, the wicked do not suffer the dreadful end suggested by his
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friends, they are not driven to folly, and their prosperity indicates that their quality of life does not
decrease at all.
7.2.2 Botanic/Agricultural Imagery
The first round of speeches is generally characterized as gentler in tone than the second.
This is evident in how botanic imagery is used within the first two rounds. Initially, Bildad uses
botanic imagery in 8:11-14, 16-19 as a manner of distinguishing between the pious and the
impious, suggesting, in agreement with other biblical sources (e.g., Jer 17:5-8), that the rejecters
of God would wither, while the pious are firmly planted. Job subsequently takes up this imagery
and alludes to a withering plant as a metaphor for the brevity of human life (14:7-14). However,
by Eliphaz’s second speech this botanic imagery is intensified not simply to suggest the brevity of
human life, but also to indicate divine punishment as a result of just retribution (15:30-33).
Bildad continues expanding this imagery in 18:16-17, 19, where, through reference to the
“roots” of the wicked, he suggests the eradication of their children. According to Bildad, both the
wicked and their progeny suffer the effects of their impiety. Bildad’s reference to the destroyed
plant as retribution upon the impious is familiar from depictions of divine judgment in other
biblical literature (e.g., Amos 2:9 and Hos 9:16). Thus, Bildad’s point emerges—not only does
Job suffer the consequences of his offense, but Job’s children are included in the retribution for
his sin.
Job alludes to botanic imagery to suggest that the wicked are not as weak as chaff and their
stability in the wind should not be likened to the frailty of straw, according to Job (21:18). Job
uses this imagery to reinforce one of the major points he emphasizes in response to his friends’
claims—neither the impious nor their children consistently suffer the consequences of their
wrongdoing.
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7.2.3 Swallowing and Vomiting
Imagery using words related to eating generally take on the sense of destruction in the first
two cycles of Job (cf., 1:16; 2:3; 10:8; 15:24; 18:13; 20:26). However, Zophar uses the imagery
of swallowing to depict the wicked striving to maintain their ill-gotten gain. Since people always
pays for their misdeeds according to retributive justice, Zophar claims that these “swallowed”
possessions are returned through the act of vomiting (20:15, 18; cf. vv. 20-21a). Although the
imagery of consumption and vomiting depict thievery and retribution as used exclusively by
Zophar, it plays a major role in locating Job in its ancient Near Eastern literary setting through
conspicuously shared imagery with Amenemope. For example, in Amenemope the wicked man
cannot “swallow” the poor man’s goods—that is, keep them in his possession—because obtaining
this type of gain by exploiting the poor is repulsive:
A poor man’s goods are a block in the throat,
It makes the gullet vomit. (14.7-8)1049
This statement depicts nearly identical imagery to that in Job 20:15, in which the wicked
is forced—in that case by God—to vomit up his ill-gotten gain. In this manner, comparable
imagery is shared by Job and Amenemope to make the same points concerning illicit possessions.

7.3 Moving Forward
Every writing project has limitations and this work is no exception. Consequently, several
topics related to the work at hand remain unexplored in this project because they were outside of
its scope. This section outlines several ways to move beyond the current investigation into the
subject matter of this dissertation.
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7.3.1 Reconciling Job’s Honesty with God’s Response
The endeavor to reconcile Job’s audacious accusations against God with the commendatory
words spoken to Job in 42:7 is not a new task. However, focusing on the sections of Job which
relate to the theme of the fate of the wicked allows us to present the issue from a new angle. It is
certainly recognized by most that Job complains and makes harsh comments to God regarding his
circumstances. However, Job’s words relating to the prosperity of the wicked magnify his claims
concerning God’s injustice. Job does not only suggest that he does not understand his suffering,
or that he is treated unfairly, but blatantly states that God is an unjust judge who favors the wicked,
coddling them with all types of worldly blessings (9:20-24; 21:7-15). Viewing Job’s allegations
in this light begs the questions: Why is God in Job 42:7-8 depicted as offering a favorable statement
to Job after his blatant contempt of God? Are there other biblical or extra-biblical compositions
that could provide a backdrop for the bizarre case of someone harshly criticizing one’s god and its
system of justice, and subsequently being commended?
7.3.2 True Wisdom in Job: A Diatribe against Existing Values?
Bendt Alster notes that, “a critical attitude towards existing values…may be considered an
unmistakable sign of ancient Near Eastern ‘wisdom’ literature.” 1050 In Job, there is a full-blown
clash between the traditional and the critical—between Job’s friends’ wisdom and what Job
presents as a sort of counter-wisdom. Given Alster’s well-founded statement, Job’s extremely
critical position on traditional wisdom, voiced through his observations relating to the prosperity
of the wicked, might be the essence of wisdom in the book. Perhaps it is through Job’s criticism
of the traditional wisdom espoused in Proverbs and in the Torah that the book of Job makes its
greatest contribution to the wisdom tradition. The conventional biblical principles concerning
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retribution that Job criticizes are held in common with several thematically comparable ancient
Near Eastern compositions that use similar imagery and rhetoric to address the same issues as Job.
Therefore, the idea that Job provides wisdom in presenting the contrary to that which was generally
considered to be wise in the Bible and ancient Near East deserves further investigation.
7.3.3 Tracing the Retribution Principle through Second Temple Judaism
Not only is the issue of divine retribution prevalent in the Bible, but the discovery of the
Dead Sea Scrolls have demonstrated that divine retribution continued to be at the forefront of
Jewish thought in the following years. This is not, in and of itself, surprising because of the
continued importance of the Bible for Jewish people through the exile and into the Second Temple
Period. What is interesting, however, is that the sectarian writings of the Qumran community were
particularly concerned about retribution upon the wicked who were in positions of power (e.g.,
Psalms Pesher [4QpPsa] on Psalm 37). They also used similar imagery to the book of Job in order
to differentiate the pious from the wicked—namely, the dichotomy between light and darkness
(e.g., The War Scroll [1QM]), and lion imagery (Commentary on Nahum [4Q169]). It also appears
as though Jewish thought pertaining to retribution upon the wicked took on an eschatological form
during the Second Temple period. That is to say, the wicked might prosper and not necessarily be
punished for their misdeeds during their lifetime, but they would eventually suffer retribution in
the eschaton, or in the life to come.
The understanding of just retribution in the eschaton and the dichotomy between light and
darkness to differentiate between good and evil emerge in early Christianity as well, which is
evident in the writings of the New Testament (cf. 1 Cor 3:12-15; 2 Cor 5:10; Jn 1:5; 3:19-21; 8:12;
9:4-5; 11:9-10; 12:35-36, 46). Just retribution theology did not fade after Job—despite his harsh
words against the doctrine. Rather, the awareness of this dogma seems to have been heightened.
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Tracking this motif and the imagery associated with it in later Jewish writings is an area that
deserves further investigation.1051

7.4 Concluding Observations
Despite the limitations of this work, the observations made through the exegesis of the
sections of Job dealing with the fate of the wicked demonstrate specific themes, imagery, and
rhetoric that pervade the first two cycles of dialogue. These considerations exhibit interaction of
the characters among one another, and the greater biblical and extra-biblical wisdom traditions.
This interplay suggests that the poet of Job shared the thought world of the wider ancient Near
Eastern literary environment. The fate of the wicked, particularly the question with regard to why
the wicked prospered, was a dominant theological question that permeated the ancient Near
Eastern wisdom tradition and should continuously be attended to as a major aspect of the complex
discussion between Job and his companions.
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תקציר
ספר איוב נחשב מקדמת דנא לכתב המקראי הרלוונטי ביותר ,כמו גם לכתב הנוגע באופן הישיר ביותר בשאלה
התיאולוגית באשר לתיאודיציה .רבים ממפרשי הספר לאורך הדורות התמקדו בהסברים תיאולוגיים לבעיה המוסרית
והדתית של העולה בהתמודדותם של חפי הפשע עם קשיים וסבל .הדגש על נושא התיאודיציה לא התפתח אט מעצמו
אלא צמח וגדל לאורך שתי המאות האחרונות ,וזאת הודות למציאתם ופיענוחם של חיבורים מן המזרח הקרוב הקדום,
המציגים התמודדות עם הבעיה התיאולוגית של "צדיק ורע לו" אשר הניתנת להשוואה עם הגישה שעולה מספר איוב.
התמקדות החוקרים בסוגיית סבלם של חפי הפשע – מוצדקת ככל שתהא – צמצמה את ההתייחסות הפרשנית
לשני סבבי השיח הראשונים שבספר :גורל הרשעים .רעיו של איוב מבטאים את התפישות המקובלות בספרות החכמה
באשר לגורלו של הרשע ,בעוד איוב נותן קול להשקפותיו ומפרט את מסקנותיו על דינם של הרשעים לאור נסיונו .בשתי
הגישות המובעות בדיאלוגים ראשונים אלו טמונות גישות שונות ומנוגדות בעניין מידת הצדק של האל ,הנוגדות אחת את
השניה :לדידי רעיו של איוב ,העונש מושת באופן ישיר וצודק כנגד חוטאים על ידי האל ,אי לכך – דבריהם רומזים על
דבריהם של הרעים רומזים על דינו של איוב בסופו של המחזור השני של הדיאלוגים בספר .איוב מנגד ,אינו מקבל את
תפישת רעיו בדבר גמול עקבי וישיר ,אך טוען כי סבלו לא פרופורציואלי גם אם היה מקבל את הפרדיגמה של הצדק
האלוהי של חבריו .החוויה האנושית ,לדברי איוב ,מפריכה את גישת הרעים בדבר הצדק האלוהי שמתבטא בגמול עקבי
וישיר .ניגוד זה בין תפישת איוב לבין תפישות רעיו מתגלם באופן מובהק בתשובת איוב לטענותיהם (בפרק כ"א) ,ובו
מפורט יחסו לתופעת הרשעים שנהנים משפע ,על אף מעשיהם.
טענת איוב הגלויה כנגד חוסר העקביות של הופעת הצדק האלוהי בעולם ,באשר "צדיק ורע לו–רשע וטוב לו",
הינה מהפכנית לעומת מקראות אחרים .הגם שהדים לתפישה זו ניתן למצוא גם בנבואת ירמיהו ,ומקראות נוספים ,בהם
כתבים מספר דברים ,מזמורי תהילים ,ופסוקים במשלי ,התומכים בגישת רעי איוב ,אשר מחייבת את הבנת הסבל בעולם
כעונש שמושת על החוטא בגין מעשהו .במקראות אלה נדון נושא הגמול האלוהי באמצעות דימויים דומים לאלה שבאיוב,
ובאמצעות רטוריקה מקבילה .בתוך כך ,ניתן להצביע בנקל על דמיון בין הדימויים ,הרטוריקה ,והטיעונים התיאולוגיים
שבמקראות האמורים לבין אלו שמאפיינים כתבים אחרים מן המזה"ק שעניינם הוא תורת הגמול האלוהי ,וזאת כחלק
מהבנת ההקשר של ספרות החכמה המקראית כענף החובר לספרות החכמה הקדומה שנודעה בעמים שכנים.
א

השוואות תפישת איוב לתפישות שבמקראות אחרים ,ולאלו שבספרות המזרח הקדום ,ינחו את בחינת יחס איוב
לתפישת הגמול של רעיו באשר לשגשוג הרשעים :מה מבטא טיעונו של איוב המצביע על שגשוגם של הרשעים כנגד
תורת הגמול שרווחה במקרא ובחברות אחרות במזרח הקדום? – המחקר הנוכחי עוסק בשאלה זו תוך שימת דגש מיוחד
על הרטוריקה ,הדימויים ,והמבנה ספרותי של כתובים בספר איוב שעוסקים בסוגיית גורלם של הרשעים .במחקר זה
נבחנת שאלה זו על ידי ניתוח היגדים רלוונטיים של איוב ביחס לכתבים מהמזרח הקרוב ומהמקרא .טענת מחקר זה ,היא
שלאורך פרקי הספר יוצרים איוב וחבריו בכישרון רב את טיעוניהם באמצעות תבניות של שפה ודימויים שרווחו בספרות
המזרח הקדום בהקשרים דומים ,וזאת כאמצעי רטורי רב ערך.
תשובת איוב – תוכחה השזורה במיומנות בפרק כ"א—היא מענה אולטימטיבי לגישת רעיו שפותחה בפרקים
הקודמים ,מביאה לידי האשמתם המנומקת את איוב בחטא .איוב דוחה נחרצות את הצדק האוניברסאלי באשר לשכר
ועונש ו מפריך את טענות הרעים אחת לאחת וזאת באמצעות אימוץ הטרמינולוגיה שבדבריהם ותוך התייחסות נרחבת
לעולם המושגים המצויים בספרות המקראית הקדומה ובספרות העמים השכנים .הפרכה זו מתמקדת בהאשמה נגדית את
הרעים בחוסר נאמנות לו ולאלוהים עקב שמירתם את מסורתם חרף סתירתה את העובדות האמפיריות בחייהם.
להלן אפרט את נושאי שבעת הפרקים שבעבודה ,ואציג בתמצית את מסקנותיהם.
הפרק הפותח מציג את בעיית השפע הקיים ביד הרשעים ,כפי שזו ניבטת מהדיאלוגים בספר איוב .הצגת הבעיה
כוללת את סקירת הספרות המחקרית ,ובסופה המסקנה כי חיבורים קודמים לא התמקדו באופן שיטתי ומעמיק בסוגיית
הגמול ,כפי שזו טמונה בהתייחסויות בשני סבבי הנאומים הראשונים שבספר ,לרשעים שנהנים משפע ומשגשוג .תשומת
הלב המחקרית המועטה לנושא זה מצדיקה את הרחבת היריעה במחקר הנוכחי ,אשר שופך אור על נושא הגמול באיוב
תוך התמקדות ברטוריקה ,בדימויים ,במבנה ,ובתוכן התיאולוגי של דברי איוב לאור כתובים מישראל הקדומה ומעמי
המזרח הקדום.
מקובל למצוא בסבב הנאומים הראשון שבספר איוב מבע מתון לעומת הסבבים העוקבים .איוב אינו מואשם
במישרין בכך שחטאיו הם שגרמו לאסונות שפקדו אותו ,זאת לא לפני נאומו של צופר הנעמתי בפרק י"א .אי לכך,
מתמקד הפרק השני של מחקר זה במטאפורות ובהרמזים הנוגעים לנושא הדין הנתון לרשעים .אליפז התימני ובלדד
השוחי מבטאים את האמונה בצדק אלוהי  -סופה היא בגמול ישיר ,זאת במגמה לעודד את איוב ,אשר ישוב ודאי להינות
משכר טוב על צדקתו (פרקים ד' ,ו'-ח') .איוב עונה לדברים אלה בביקורת נוקבת כנגד השרירותיות שבמערכת הצדק
ב

האלוהית (פרק ט') .לדידו ,יכול אדם לאפיין את התנהגות האל כנתונה לגחמות וכלוקה בחוסר עקביות .טענה זו מאשימה
למעשה את האל באי עשיית צדק ,ולפיכך דוחה לפיכך את תפישות הגמול המסורתיות כפי שמתגלות בכתבי חכמה
מקראיים וחוץ מקראיים .תשובתו המלגלגת זו ודחייתו הגלויה הינם הזרז לדברי צופר ,המאשים את איוב באחריות
ישירה לאסונות שפקדו אותו כעונשים הראויים לחטאיו.
טענת צופר כנגד איוב מהווה פתיח לסבב השיח השני ,ובו עיסוק נרחב בענישת הרשעים כרקע לאסונות שפקדו
את איוב .בסבב זה ,מקדישים הרעים כולם חלקים נרחבים מנאומיהם באשר לגורל הרשעים ,ומצביעים על כך שנגזרותיו
של החטא הם עונשים כדוגמת אלו שפוקדים את איוב .בשל אורכן ופירוטן הרב של טענות הרעים בנושא גמול הרשעים,
מוקדשים הפרקים השלישי עד החמישי בחיבור זה לבחינת הרטוריקה והדימויים המשמשים את אליפז בלדד וצופר,
בהתאמה באופן שווה .ניתוח זה של דברי הרעים מציע הבנה מעמיקה של דבריהם ,כזו המאפשרת להבין באופן בהיר את
הפרכת טיעוניהם במענה איוב בפרק כ"א.
על כן ,מוקדש הפרק השלישי בחיבור זה מוקדש לבחינת הגנתו של אליפז על תפישות החכמה המסורתיות
אודות דינם של הרשעים (ט"ו  .)35–17בתחילת נאומו מתמקד אליפז במצבם הנפשי המעורער של הרשעים המאבדים
את ביטחונם האישי בשל הוודאות המצמיתה באשר לעונש העונש שיושת עליהם .אליפז נעזר בדימוי של איש עשיר
מופלג שיורד מנכסיו– שלא הושגו כדין– בכדי לדמות את השפע הרב שבידיהם לאשליה .עוד מתמקד הפרק בדימויים
שונים בדברי אליפז ,ובהם דימויים שונים מעולם הצומח ,תפישת חיי החוטא כ"חושך ",במגמה להכריז כי חייהם של
החוטאים נטולי פירות הם ותכליתם מוות מחריד.
הפרק הרביעי דן בנאומו שני של בלדד (י"ח  ,)21–5שגם בו דימויים רטוריים מלאי חיים שנועדו לתאר את
גורלם הטראגי של הרשעים .בלדד נעזר בדיכוטומיה הנודעת של אור וחושך כדי לתאר את טיב חייו של האדם החוטא,
וקובע כי חיי הרשע משולים לאפלה והוא מת ביסודו .מכאן שחיי חטא כמוהם כמוות .חיי הרשעים מוצגים כמלאי
מהמורות ,וסופם למעוד בהן .נהיר הטעם במעידתם זו של הרשעים במהמורות אלו :אותם בני עוולה שמים מבטחם
בחכמתם וזאת במקום לבטוח באלוהים .כאליפז גם קודמו ,בלדד מתמקד במיתת הרשעים ,ואת נאומו מעטרים דימויים
רבים שמעטרים אף כתבי חכמה מן המזה"ק כגון "בְ כֹור מָׁ וֶת" (י"ח  ,)13ו"-מֶ לְֶך בלָׁהֹות" (י"ח  .)14לא די בכך שהם
סובלים ,לדידו גם באין צאצאים שימשיכו את שושלתם הרשעים מאבדים את כבודם המשפחתי אשר מקורו בנשיאת
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"שם" (י"ח  .)17ענישה זו נכללת בהטלת העונש המכוונת מטעם האל ,והיא אילוסטרציה פומבית באשר לעומק תפישת
הגמול הישירה שבה דוגלים רעי איוב.
בפרק החמישי נבחן לעומקו את נאום צופר השני (פרק כ') ,ובו הוא מתמקד בעושרם הצבור של הרשעים שלא
כדין ובחילוטו כעונש .צופר טוען כי מקור הונם של הרשעים טמון פעולתם הנפשעת והיא ניצול והתעמרות בעניים ,תוך
שימוש בדימוי ה"בליעה" כביטוי לשמירתם הנלוזה על רכוש זה .צופר מדגיש כי עושרם ארעי בלבד ,וחרף שמירתם
הקנאית עשוי האל להשיב את רכושם כחלק מעונשם ,כשיגרום להם "להקיא" את אשר "בלעו" (כ'  .)15דימוי זה של
הקאת ההון שבולע הנבלע ע"י הרשע נפוץ באופן ניכר במשלים קדומים מעמים שכנים ,ובעיקר נראה במשלי אמנמופה
המצרי ,שם – כמו בנאום צופר – הקאת הרכוש מבטאת את אי-יכולתו של הרשע לשמור על הונו שהושג לא כדין .הקאת
הונם של הרשעים בלתי נמנעת כפי שלא מן הנמנע חששם המתמיד מפני העונש שיושת עליהם בידי האל .אורך חייהם
מלאי החשש במהותם ,אינם בר קיימא ,והינו מצודק לאור עתידם הודאי .חיצי עונשיהם כבר נורו למעשה מקשתו הנחושה
של האל ההורס את משכנותיהם ,כדימויו הציורים של צופר (כ' .)24
עד לפרק כ"א ,איוב טוען את טענותיו כנגד האל שהענישו על לא עוול .עם תום סבב הנאומים השני של הרעים,
פונה איוב למענה מפורט על הטיעונים שהעלו הרעים .תשובה זה היא נושא הפרק השישי בחיבור זה ,ובמסגרתה נבחנות
לעומקן חמש תגובות ספציפיות לטיעוני הרעים ,אשר מבוססות על הניסיון האנושי שחווה איוב ,והן מנוגדות לתפישות
החכמה המסורתיות.
ראשית ,איוב מתנגד לדימויי האור והחושך בפי רעיו ,לדבריו הרשעים חיים חיים נקלים .לפי איוב ,אין מנורת
הרשעים נכבית וזאת ראייה לשגשוגם .ניסיון חייו מלמד שניתן לראות לעיתים רשעים שנפלו מזוהרם ,ושבמהלך חייהם
מאבדים הם את השפע שהיה מנת חלקם; מאידך ,ניתן להצביע על יחס הפוך לרשעים ,אשר אורם כמקביל לחומרת
עונותיהם .שנית ,איוב טוען נגד השלכות עונשם של הרשעים וסוביבהם ביכולתם להקים צאצאים ,וזאת לאור מקרים
נודעים בהם רבים הם צאצאי הרשעים הנהנים משפע רב ומשגשוג ,משוחררים מהשלכות חטא הוריהם הרשעים.
שלישית ,איוב דוחה את הטענה כי הרשעים ינושלו לבסוף מעושרם ,וזאת כי למעשה הם נהנים מעושר מופלג הנראה
בקניינם ומקנם השופע .רביעית ,טוען איוב כי לא ניתן להבחין בזיקה שבין רשעות אדם לבין טיבו של המוות שפוקד
אותו .לדידי איוב ,שניהם חווים את המוות באופן זהה ,רשע כצדיק .ההפרכה החמישית שבדברי איוב נוגעת בגמול החל
על משכנותיהם של הרשעים (ביתם ,אוהלם וכו') .איוב טוען כי כל עובר אורח המטייל מחוץ לקהילית חבריו היה מצהיר
ד

כי הרשעים מוצלים מיום צרה ואפילו במותם נשמר כבודם ,אף אחריו .נמצא כי הפרכת איוב את טענותיהם התיאולוגיות,
הרטוריות ורוויות הדימויים של רעיו אודות תורת הגמול הישיר ,הינה מקיפה ומפורטת .הפרכה זו משמשת כבסיס
לקביעה כי תורת הגמול כפי שהיא מצטיירת בטיעונים אלה ,איננה ברת יישום לנסיבותיו הנוכחיות של איוב.
בפרק השביעי והאחרון בחיבור זה מסוכמים חמשת הנושאים המרכזיים עליהם מושתתת תפישת הגמול הישיר
בה אוחזים רעי איוב ,כפי שזו באה לידי ביטוי בשני הסבבים הראשונים של דבריהם .א .התפישה המסורתית אודות גמול
צודק וישיר; ב .תפיסת השפע הזמני של הרשעים; ג .תפישת היעדר הצאצאים עקב אי פוריותם של הרשעים; ד .תפיסת
החרדת הרשעים בפחד תמידי; ה .התפיסה על חייהם ברי החלוף של הרשעים וקיצם הפומבי .לאחר סיכום זה פרק
המתחקה בתמציתיות אחר שלושה מסוגי הדימויים המרכזיים הבאים לידי שימוש בספר איוב ,במקרא ,ובחיבורים מן
המזרח הקדום ,הנותנים קולם בשיח באשר לגורלם של הרשעים :א .הדיכוטומיה שבין האור לחושך .ב .דימויים הלקוחים
מעולם החקלאות והבוטניקה .ג .דימויי בליעה והקאה ,בחלק זה עמלתי מעבר לגבולות משמעות הדימויים עצמם ,עד כדי
בחינת משמעות תרומתם במארג התיאולוגי השוזר את התפישה באשר לגורל הרשעים ,כפי שתפישה זו מופיעה לאורך
שני סבבי השיח הראשונים שבספר.
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