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WESLEY MORRISTON

GOD’S ANSWER TO JOB

Let the day perish in which I was born... [Job 3: 3a]!

... he crushes me with a tempest, and multiplies my wounds without cause; he will
not let me get my breath, but fills me with bitterness... though I am blameless, he
would prove me perverse. [9: 17-18, 20b]

... therefore I say, he destroys both the blameless and the wicked. When disaster
brings sudden death, he mocks at the calamity of the innocent. [g: 22]

I call aloud, but there is no justice. [19: 7b]
Here is my signature! Let the Almighty answer me! [31: 35a]

Then the Lorp answered Job out of the whirlwind. Who is this that darkens counsel
without knowledge?... Where were you when I laid the foundations of the
earth?... when the morning stars sang together and all the sons of God shouted for

Joy? [38: 12, 4a, 7]

I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees you; therefore
I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes. [42: 5-6]

In the long poem at the centre of the book of Job, we encounter a decidedly
impatient Job — one who curses the day he was born, accuses God of treating
him unfairly, and demands an accounting from his maker. At the dramatic
climax of the book, God answers Job out of a ‘whirlwind’, displaying the
wonders of creation and putting Job firmly back in his place. Apparently
satisfied by God’s answer, Job ‘repents in dust and ashes’. [42: 6]

Here, in the answer from the whirlwind, and in Job’s humbled response,
the poet’s own deepest thinking about the problem of unfair suffering finds
expression. But it is notoriously difficult to see how the two whirlwind
speeches provide an answer to Job’s complaint, and interpretations vary
wildly, depending on the propensities and emphases of the reader. In this
paper, I am especially concerned with the following questions. What under-
lying problem is the poet wrestling with? How is God’s answer to Job
supposed to be relevant to this problem? And why is Job satisfied by it? I
critically consider what seem to me to be two of the most important interpre-
tations. Neither of them turns out to be completely satisfying. I then conclude
by suggesting that the book of Job itself oscillates back and forth between
two quite different conceptions of God’s relation to the world.

! Unless otherwise noted, all biblical quotations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version.
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I. THE PROBLEM OF JOB: FOUR INCOMPATIBLE PROPOSITIONS

The central problem posed by the book of Job emerges in the lengthy and
repetitious debate between Job and the three friends who have come to
comfort him. The friends are appalled by Job’s attitude. They suggest, ever
so tactfully at first, then more and more insistently, that Job should search
his conscience to see what he has done to bring God’s wrath down upon him.
But Job will have none of it; he maintains his innocence, insisting that he
does not deserve what has happened to him, and even accusing God of
injustice.

It will help to clarify and focus our thinking if we formulate the issue in
this debate with somewhat greater precision. As I sce it, both sides of the
debate share two presuppositions.

The first is that God is making Job suffer. God doesn’t just permit Job’s
suffering. God is the ultimate cause of all Job’s misfortunes. The precise
mechanisms that God uses to get his way on earth are unimportant. The
Chaldeans and the Sabeans, and even the great wind that comes roaring out
of the desert to level the house where Job’s children are dining all play their
parts. But Job and his friends never doubt that the script was written in
heaven. (They, of course, know nothing of God’s conversation with the
Accuser.?)

The second presupposition is that in a just world people get what they
deserve. The righteous are rewarded, and the wicked are appropriately
punished — at least that’s how God is supposed to be running the world.

Given these two assumptions, Job and his friends believe that they have
to choose between blaming God and blaming Job — between giving up their
belief that God is just, and concluding that Job is not ‘blameless and
upright’. It never occurs to them that a just God would destroy a righteous
person.

Four mutually inconsistent propositions thus constitute the problem of
Job.

(1) God is making Job suffer.

(2) A just God would not cause an innocent person suffer as Job has
suffered.

(3) God is just.

(4) Job is innocent of any wrong-doing serious enough to justify the
punishment he has received.

% The satan. In the Hebrew text, the word *satan’ is not a proper name, and is always preceded by the
definite article. It probably functions as a title — as the name of an office, perhaps something along the
lines of * Chief Spy and Prosecutor’. This means that when the satan accuses Job, he is only doing his job.
In any case, the text makes it quite clear that when the satan brings misfortune on Job, he does so with
his Master’s express approval. (See 1: 12 and 2: 6.) It is also worth noting that by the time we reach the
Epilogue, the satan’s role in the affair has been completely forgotten. (See 42:11.)
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Propositions 1 and 2 are not questioned in the course of the debate. The
dispute is about the other two. The friends conclude that Proposition 4 is
false. They believe that, contrary to appearances, Job is being punished for
some sin.® Job, on the other hand, proclaims his innocence, and (at least
some of the time) draws the daring and blasphemous conclusion that Prop-
osition g is false. Since God has treated him unfairly, God is not just.

Job also knows that he is not the only innocent victim, and he issues a
general indictment of the way God is running the world.

It is all one; therefore I say,
he destroys both the blameless and the wicked.
When disaster brings sudden death,
he mocks at the calamity of the innocent.
The earth is given into the hands of the wicked;
he covers the eyes of its judges —
if it is not he, who then is it?

[9:22-24]

In his final summation, Job returns to his own case, swears an oath of

innocence, and demands that God explain himself. ‘Here is my signature!’
he cries, ‘Let the Almighty answer me!’*

2. THE VOICE FROM THE WHIRLWIND

‘Then the Lorp answered Job from out of the whirlwind.’ Job, silenced at
last, hears the mysterious Voice of the Creator of the Universe.

Note first what the Voice doesn’t say. It says nothing about any con-
versations with the Accuser. Nothing about ‘testing’ Job, or “disciplining’
him, or ‘punishing’ him. In fact, the Voice says nothing at all about what
has happened to Job! It expresses no sympathy, and gives no explanation;
it doesn’t even hint at a reason for Job’s suffering.

Actually, God speaks twice. The first of the speeches consists mostly in a
series of gruff, ironic questions: What does Job know? What can he do? The
content of each question is a vivid word picture, usually of some non-human
aspect of nature. Taken together, God’s questions display the vast panoply
of creation in all its power and beauty: The earth, the sea, the stars. The
dawn. Light and darkness. Lightning and clouds and rain. Various members
of the animal kingdom are described : hungry lion cubs waiting to be fed, the

# It should be noted that the friends represent themselves as the inheritors of traditional wisdom. [8:
8-10, 15: 10]. Large parts of their speeches are virtually indistinguishable in both style and substance
from some of the Psalms. (See esp. Psalms 1, 37, 49, and 73-) They are also reminiscent of passages in
Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel. (See Isaiah 58: 6-14; Jeremiah 17: 5-8; Ezekiel 18.) Since the friends get
the worst of the argument (God himself declares that they have not spoken the truth [42: 8]), I think it
is fair to conclude that the poet means to reject the prevailing Hebrew view of the meaning of suffering.

* Many scholars believe that the Elihu speeches, which appear at this point in the text (chapters 32-37))
are an interpolation by a later poet. However that may be, they certainly interrupt the dramatic flow

of the poem, and add amazingly little to what Job’s soon to be discredited friends have already said. 1
will not discuss them.
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raven searching for prey, the goat crouching to give birth, the wild ox
refusing to be harnessed or to work for humans, the ostrich leaving her eggs
in the sand, the war horse exulting at the sound of battle, the hawk spreading
its wings and soaring away, the eagle making its nest on a rocky crag.

Job is rendered almost speechless, but the Voice goes right on, as if he were
still defiant. ‘Will you even put me in the wrong?’ it asks Job. ‘Will you
condemn me that you may be justified? Have you an arm like God, and can
you thunder with a voice like his?... Then I will acknowledge to you that
your own right hand can give you the victory.’ [40: 8—9, 14] (The reader
may well wonder when Job had ever imagined that his power rivalled
God’s!?)

Most of the Lorp’s second speech is devoted to a description of the
primeval monsters, Behemoth and Leviathan. Behemoth appears to be a sort
of supernatural bull, or perhaps hippopotamus. Leviathan is a fire-breathing
sea serpent; its strength and terrifying appearance are described in consider-
able detail. Once again, God’s question seems to be: What can Job do?

Can you draw out Leviathan with a fishhook,
or press down its tongue with a cord?

Can you put a rope in its nose,
or pierce its jaw with a hook?

[41: 1—2]

At the conclusion of the description of Leviathan, the Voice falls silent.

Job’s brief response shows that the experience has brought about a complete
change in his attitude. He drops all his former complaints, and repents.

3. THREE THEMES: POWER, KNOWLEDGE AND GREATION

I suggest that the Theophany makes three distinct points.

(1) First, it declares that God is supremely powerful and fully in control
of everything.® That, I think is the main point of the descriptions of Behemoth
and Leviathan, which dominate the second speech. These monsters seem to
function as symbols of the chaos that the sky god of Near Eastern mythology
was supposed to subdue at the end of time. In the present context, the point
is that even these monsters are no threat to God. They are only his creatures,
his playthings.

(2) In the second place, the Theophany repeatedly contrasts God’s wis-
dom and knowledge with Job’s ignorance. ‘Who is this that darkens counsel
by words without knowledge?’ God asks, and forcibly reminds Job of how
little he knows about the way the world is put together. ‘Where were you

® Job had always recognized that God is supremely powerful. That is precisely what sometimes makes
his case seem so hopeless to him. See especially g: 4-15.
% Some readers see this as the primary empbhasis of the Theophany. According to them, the main point

of God’s Answer to Job is to assert that God is automatically in the right just because he is supremely
powerful. For an entertaining example of this approach, see chapter thirty one of Hobbes’s Leviathan.
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when I'laid the foundation of the earth? Tell me if you have understanding.’
[38: 2, 4] The point is that Job’s doesn’t know, doesn’t have understanding.

(3) In the third place, the Theophany is a celebration of the Wisdom that
created the world, and of the order it imposes on nature. It offers a breath-
taking vision of the majesty and beauty of the Creator’s design. When the
foundations of the earth were laid,

... the morning stars sang together,
and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy.

[38:7]
As well they should. The sea (here, as elsewhere in the Bible, a symbol of
chaos) is held within bounds. [38:8-11] Leviathan is kept on a leash. [41:
1—3] Everything — rain and lightning, hail and frost, lion and goat, eagle and
ox —1is in its proper place, playing its assigned part in the total scheme of
things.

4. THE STANDARD INTERPRETATION: GOD HAS GOOD REASONS,
BUT JOB SHOULDN'T EXPECT TO KNOW WHAT THEY ARE

To some readers, it will seem that God has merely changed the subject,
asserting what Job has known all along — that he is the supremely wise and
powerful author of a magnificent cosmos. How is this supposed to take care
of Job’s complaint?

The first answer I want to consider is the one most often assumed by the
current generation of religiously committed writers.” I shall refer to it as the
Standard Interpretation. Actually, itis a family of interpretations. According
to all of them, the main point made by the Theophany is that Job doesn’t
know enough to call God to account. They take this to mean two things: (i)
God has perfectly good reasons for the way he has treated Job, and (ii) Job
shouldn’t expect to know what they are.

A particularly clear and concise statement of the Standard Interpretation
is given by Alvin Plantinga in a recent essay on the problem of evil:

Job complains that God has no good reason for permitting the evil that befalls him.
He believes that God doesn’t have a good reason because he, Job, can’t imagine
what that reason might be. In reply, God does not tell him what the reason is;
instead, he attacks Job’s unthinking assumption that if he can’t imagine what reason
God might have, then probably God doesn’t have a reason at all. And God attacks
this assumption by pointing out that Job’s knowledge is limited along these lines. No
doubt he can’t think what God’s reason might be; but nothing of interest follows
from this: in particular it doesn’t follow that probably God doesn’t have a reason.
‘All right, Job, if you’re so smart, if you know so much, tell me about it! Tell me
how the universe was created; tell me about the sons of God who shouted with joy
upon its creation! No doubt you were there!” And Job sees the point: ... T have
spoken of great things which I have not understood, things too wonderful for me to
know.” (Ch. 42 vs. g).

" I am thinking especially of those Christian philosophers who write on the problem of evil.



344 WESLEY MORRISTON

-.. The point here is that the reason for Job’s suffering is something entirely beyond
his ken, so that the fact that he can’t see what sort of reason God might have for
permitting his suffering doesn’t at all tend to show that God has no reason...?

Plantinga is right in interpreting God’s Answer in the context of Job’s
complaint. Job’s complaint, God’s Answer, and Job’s humbled response are
parts of a single package. None of the items in it can be understood without
reference to the others. Nevertheless, I think that Plantinga’s defence of the
Standard Interpretation involves a subtle misunderstanding of the case Job
had made.’

Job never says, ‘I can’t imagine any reason for this; so there isn’t one’. His
complaint is based on what he takes to be a genuine piece of knowledge: if
God is justified in treating him like this, it can only be because he somehow
deserves it. That is why he thinks he has a right to demand that God either
restore him to favor, or give a convincing explanation of what he has done
wrong.

Of course, Job also doubts that any convincing explanation will be forth-
coming. He thinks he has a pretty good grip on what his moral and religious
obligations are, and he feels sure that he has fulfilled them. In his final
summation, he runs through a long litany of sins that he has not committed.
He says he is not guilty of lust, deceit, covetousness, idolatry or adultery. He
has not failed to care for the poor, has not taken advantage of the weak. He
has not trusted in his wealth or rejoiced in the ruin of his enemies. He never
failed to extend hospitality to strangers. Has never concealed a sin, or misused
his land. [g1: 1ff]

Here, perhaps, we can see Job as moving from the premise that he ‘can’t
imagine’ how something could be so to the conclusion that it isn’t so. ‘I can’t
see what I have done wrong,’ he cries, ‘my conscience is clear’ — and then
concludes, ‘I am innocent.’ But this is no help to Plantinga, since this part
of Job’s complaint is not mistaken. There is not a hint in either of the divine
speeches that Job deserves the things that have happened to him — and in
any case, the rest of the book makes it abundantly clear that Job is innocent.
Indeed, there would be no Problem of Job — no book of Job — if people always
got what they deserved. So if there is a reason for Job’s suffering — one that
lies beyond his ken — it will not be a sin that he is unaware of.

This is not fatal to the Standard Interpretation, of course. For we can take
God’s Answer to be saying, not merely that Job and his friends were ignorant
of God’s reasons, but also that they were deeply mistaken in what they

® ‘Epistemic Probability and Evil® (in The Evidential Argument from Evil, ed. by Daniel Howard-Snyder,
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, p. 75). I am using Plantinga’s statement as a touchstone for my
discussion of the Standard Interpretation partly because it offers such a succinct and clear defence of that
way of reading the text, and partly because it is so typical of the use that Christian philosophers have
made of Job in their treatments of the problem of evil.

% Jobis not Plantinga’s principal target in this essay. He is primarily concerned to defend theism against

an ‘evidential’ argument from evil of the sort that is championed by William Rowe. However, Plantinga
does (mistakenly, in my opinion) see Job has having argued in a way that is parailel to Rowe.






