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God, Job and The Enigma of Suffering 

A Deeper Understanding of the Cross 
The Divine Theophany of Yahweh: First Discourse

Job 38  1 Then Yahweh answered Job from out of the storm, and said:  2 “Who is this that denies Providence, with words void of knowledge?  3 Gird your loins like a hero, I will ask you, and you tell me.  4 Where were you when I founded the earth?  Tell me, if you know so much.
5 Who drafted its dimensions? Do you know? V/ho stretched the line over it?  6 On what are its sockets sunk?  Who laid its cornerstone,  7 while the morning stars sang together, and all the gods exulted?  8 Who shut the sea within doors, when it came gushing from the womb;  9 When I made the cloud its garment, Dark mist its swaddling bands;  10 When I put bounds upon it, set up bars and doors,  11 saying, ‘Thus far come, but no more. Here your wild waves halt?”
12 Did you ever command a morning, post Dawn in his place,  13 snatch off Earth’s skirts, shaking the wicked out of it?  14 It changes like sealing clay, tinted like a garment.  15 The wicked are robbed of their light, the upraised arm is broken.  16 Have you entered the springs of the sea, walked in the recesses of the deep?  17 Have Death’s Gates been revealed to you, have you seen the Dark Portals?  18 Have you examined earth’s expanse? Tell, if you know all this.  19 Where is the way to light’s dwelling, darkness, where its abode,  20 that you may guide it to its bourne, Show it the way to go home?
21You know, for you were born there, the sum of your days is great!  22 Have you entered the snow stores, or seen the hoards of hail  23 which I reserve for troubled times, for the day of attack and war?  24 By what power is the flood divided, the east (wind) spread over the earth?   25 Who cleft a channel for the downpour, a path for the thundershower,  26 to bring rain on no-man’s land, the wilderness with no man in it,  27 to sate the desolate desert, make the thirsty land sprout verdure?  28 Does the rain have a father; who sired the dew drops?  29 From whose womb comes the ice, the hoarfrost of heaven, who bore it,  30 when water hardens like stone, the surface of the deep imprisoned?

31 Can you tie Pleiades’ fetters, or loose Orion’s bands?  32 Can you lead out Mazzarot on time, Guide the Bear with her cubs?  33 Do you know the celestial statutes; can you determine his rule on earth?  34 Can you raise your voice in the clouds, and let the streaming water cover you?

35 Can you send lightning scurrying, to say to you, “Here we are?”  36 Who put wisdom in Thoth?  Who gave Sekwi understanding?  37 Who counts the clouds in wisdom, tilts the water jars of heaven,  38 when the dust fuses to lumps, and the clods cleave together?  39 Can you hunt prey for the lioness, appease the appetite of her cubs?  40 When they crouch in their den, lie in wait in their lair?  41 Who provides the raven prey, when its fledglings cry to God frantic for lack of food?

Notes on Chapter 38 (by verse)
38:1  Yahweh. The divine name here, as in 30:1,3,6 and 42:1, is that name used in the Prologue and Epilogue, but not in the Dialogue or the Elihu speeches.  The two speeches by Yahweh (38:2-40:2 and 40:6-41:34) are really one.  The short interruption by Job in 40:3-5 is caused by Yahweh’s pause and demand for a reply in 40:2.  This is one of the few references in the entire Bible where God demands an answer.   Jesus incarnates in his life the very character of Yahweh. An answer is given to the questions which sinners asked on the Day of Judgment.
38:1  We have here the best way of looking at the divine speaker in these chapters.  He is Yahweh, but 38:2 makes it clear that he is the same God as is known to the human speakers in the book as El, Eloah (God the most High) and Shaddai.  Only in the Prologue, Yahweh’s speeches and the Epilogue is he called Yahweh.  Here the universality of faith is manifest.  The reason for this is no doubt that Job, the friends and Elihu are all non-Israelites, who, although they acknowledge only one supreme God, have not received the fuller revelation given to Israel.  Chapters 3-37 report their words; only when God’s actions and words are reported to the readers was it appropriate to identify him as Yahweh, the God of Israel.

Yahweh passes over Elihu and speaks directly to Job who had challenged him to answer (31: 35).  Yahweh has, astonishingly, now appeared to Job and speaks to him; a rare privilege, granted only to the patriarchs of old, such as Noah and Abraham, and to the prophets.  Since Job has constantly demanded such an interview, this speech is in a sense God’s act of self-justification: God is explaining himself to Job as Job had asked him to do.  But God’s account of himself is not at all what Job had asked for.  Far from answering Job’s accusation of injustice and cruelty Yahweh embarks on a string of questions that Job is incapable of answering.  It is thus Job, not Yahweh, who is forced on to the defensive from the very outset; and the purpose of the interrogation, like the questions of Elihu in 37:15-18, is to force Job in the end to recognize his utter insignificance and ignorance and so the enormity of his presumption in daring to summon God to trial.
38:1  A storm or other meteorological phenomena usually accompanies divine theophany (cf. Ps 18:8-16:86:15; Hab 3:65; Nah 1:3; Ezek 1:4; Zech 9:14; Exod 13:22; 19:16).  This feature doubtlessly reveals God as the Master of Creation; the One who is has the power.  For God to appear in this way means that he is the Creator who comes in glory.  These chapters, which have been widely acclaimed for their poetic qualities, are an adaptation of a well-known Near Eastern tradition in which an attempt was made to classify phenomena.  This tradition was exemplified in the onomastica or “lists of names” that should probably be recognized as proto-scientific discourse which aims to explain how we should understand the nature and structure of the world as God’s creation.  The literary form employed is a “catena” or chain of questions.
38:2  The traditional rendering in English translations, “darkens counsel,” obscures the sense of the line.  In the parallel use of the expression in 33:3, the verb is “hide, conceal.”  Job is accused of attempting to conceal or deny divine purpose or plan in the world.  Moffatt’s paraphrase, “Who darkens my design with a cloud of thoughtless words,” brings out the correct sense.  The word “counsel, design, plan, scheme, purpose,” as applied to God’s control of the world (cf. Ps 33: 11; Prov 19: 21; Isa 19:17, 45: 10)  in the present context may quite appropriately be rendered “providence.”
38:2  Elihu also charged Job with speaking out of ignorance (34:35).  It seems that God addresses this point but in a different way.

38:3  “Girding the loins” is used figuratively of preparation for any strenuous or difficult undertaking (Exod 12:12; 1 Kings 18:46; Isa 10:5; Jer 1:17).  The origin of the term is usually seen in the girding on of the sword: “Gird your sword upon the thigh, O hero” (Ps 45:4).  The same is also applied to John the Baptist. 

Matt 3:1. Monks took this as a sign of preparing themselves for their war against passions.

Job had demanded to argue his case with God (9: 22: 13: 3, 15) but the present turn is not quite what he had requested (except momentarily in 13: 22). But God declines to submit to questioning. However, instead of levying charges and specifications, as Job had challenged him to do (13: 23;31: 35), God assails Job with questions he cannot answer about the wonders of nature and the control of the world. The purpose is to bring home to Job his ignorance and his folly in impugning God’s wisdom and justice.
38:3  It is astonishing that throughout his speeches Yahweh only refers three times, and briefly, to the case that Job has brought against him.  In 38:2 he accuses him of obscuring his “design” (by speaking ignorantly); and in 40:2 and 40:8-9 of attempting to prove him in the wrong in order to vindicate himself.  In fact God’s argument is simply a demonstration of Job’s ignorance of that “design.”  These chapters consist overwhelmingly of a mass of ironical enquiries whether Job is, or could have been, the Creator of the universe.  This part of the argument speaks of the Sovereignty of Yahweh.  There are very few direct allusions to Job’s words; it is even more surprising that this catalogue of creative acts includes virtually no references to human beings, whether to their creation or to God’s care for them. It is restricted to only two topics: 

a) cosmology (the creation of heaven and earth)
b) Yahweh’s care for the animals, especially the wild animals, which are not part of the domestic animal and thus feed themselves. 
Only in one passage (40:10-14) is there a reference to human affairs, when Yahweh challenges Job to exercise control over human society, punishing the wicked as Job has accused him of failing to do.  The general effect, then, of God’s speeches is to present Job with a picture of God as universal creator and maintainer of the world that goes beyond the narrow concept of him entertained by both Job and the friends, who saw him as a God whose only duty is to dispense justice to human beings.  These persons all stand revealed as utterly ignorant of God’s immense care for all who are not known to us. 

38:4  Eliphaz had asked Job similar ironic questions, 15:7-8, as had Elihu in 37:18.  Yahweh’s sudden appearance to Job in 38:1 is not only an audible experience for him, it is also a visual one as is made clear in 42:5.  But here as in other places God did not manifest himself in his full glory.  No human being can see God and live as a human being (Exod 19:21).  Even Moses had not seen God’s face (Exod 33:20-23).  Although both Job and his friends had previously spoken confidently about God, their knowledge of him was at best hearsay, part of traditional lore.  As Job later confessed (42:5), the effect of this direct meeting with God was to transform his understanding and his attitude towards God.

The great wind out of which Yahweh spoke to Job recalls the wind that carried off the prophet Elijah and transported him to heaven (2 Kings 2:11).  In Job 9:16-17 Job had envisaged God as utterly terrifying, coming in such a storm to crush him; but now he discovers that he only intends to crush him with words.  Yahweh’s “Who is this?” (38: 2) is addressed to Job alone, although the friends appear also to be present (42:7).  In 38: 2-3 Yahweh speaks in the manner of a prosecuting counsel, dismissing Job’s arguments contemptuously (“Who is this?”) as false based on ignorance of the facts.  He tells him to prepare himself for rigorous cross-questioning.  The first set of questions (38:4-7) concerns the initial laying of the foundations of the earth and its subsequent construction. 
38:4-6  The earth was conceived as a building set on foundations (cf. Ps 24:2; 98:12; 102:26; 104:5; Prov 3:19; Isa 48:13; 41:13-16; Zech 12:1) built according to plans and specifications (Ezek 10:3; 43:17; Zech 1:16), with use of the measuring line (cf. Isa 43:11; Jer 31:39) with its pillars set in sockets.  This demanded two things in the OT:

a) That the world is like a house built by God.
b) God is the owner who has designed the world and that humans must acknowledge his power as a Creator since they cannot create something like the universe.
If the earth is envisaged as a building designed and constructed by Yahweh himself as a master builder who sinks the foundations, uses a measuring line to check the dimensions and lays the cornerstone, the outburst of joyful song by the heavenly host (angels) on the completion of the work (38:7) is a splendid shout of joy which perhaps recalls, but on a cosmic scale, the rejoicing at the completion of the Second Temple (Ezra 3:1013; Zech 4:7).  
The Aim of Irony 
Yahweh ironically asks Job where he was when that took place and taunts him by pretending that he must be familiar with it all.  This form of sarcastic questioning aims at the discovery of the human folly.  There is an allusion here to the notion, already alluded to by Eliphaz in 15:7-8, of the presence of Wisdom in the creation of the world (cf. Prov 8.22-31).  If Job was present then and familiar with all the details of the construction, he must be, or have access to, the creative power of God and that is God’s wisdom, which in Job 28 he acknowledged to be reserved to God alone.  The details of the construction of the cosmos according to Genesis or at of the time the creation of the earth was not in itself sufficient to make it habitable.  A further step was needed: the creation of the dry land.  This stage in the process (38:8-11) is described in strictly non-mythological terms in Genesis 1:9-10.  There God simply commanded that the water, which covered the entire surface of the earth, should be gathered into one place to form the sea, so that the dry land could appear. But in poetical allusions to this process there will be vivid images as in Isaiah 14:12.  Job 38:6 is like Isaiah 28:16, Jeremiah 41:26 and Psalm 118:22.  The cornerstone may refer either to a foundation stone or the capstone.  It is worthwhile noticing that the cornerstone is no longer part of the poetic story of the creation, replaced by Jesus the Logos who is the Creator of the universe. 
38:7  The laying of the foundation (Ezra 3:10-11) or the capstone of a building (Zech 4:7) was an occasion for rejoicing and music.  The song of the morning stars is not merely a poetic figure.  The stars were regarded as mighty gods in the pagan cults (cf. 2 Kings 17:16; 21:3; Deut 4:19), but in Israel they were relegated to subservience in the celestial army of Yahweh (cf. Isa 40:26).   The celestial army also functioned as a choir to hymn the praises of the king (Ps 19:2; 29:2; 148:2-3).  The morning stars certainly include the planet Venus, the brilliant morning and evening “star” (cf. Isa 14:12).  From 2 Peter 1:19 the shining light of the morning star is the knowledge of God which comes from the Light of the World our Lord himself.
38:8-11   This is unknown motif, the birth of the sea and the use of swaddling bands to restrain the violent infant. This is a very vivid picture which has one aim; God is the one who plans and imposes boundaries on each part of creation. 

38:12  Literally “from your days?” i.e., “Did you ever in your life?” which is followed by a question, literally “cause(d) to know,” i.e., “Did you ever tell Dawn to be.”
38:13  “Night cloaks the earth like a garment and under its cover the wicked carry out their crimes” (Job 24:13-17).  This statement is very contemporary.  All criminals seek the darkness for a cover.  The Dawn, as it were, snatches off the covering and shakes the wicked out as one would shake out dust or vermin from his clothing.

38:14  The usual interpretation of this line is that as a seal stamps form and design on an amorphous piece of clay, so the light of dawn causes the indistinct shapes of the night to stand out in sharp relief.  The theme of the ordering of time is reminiscent of Genesis 1:14-19 and Psalm 104:19-23.  Job 13-15 draws out this theme in terms of the effect of the dawn on the wicked, who are first shaken by it and then consigned to darkness, destroying their power.  Verse 14 describes the way in which the coming of the daylight restores colors to the world and brings out clearly the shapes of objects, like a piece of clay stamped by a seal.

38:14  Tinted or dyed is the change of color which shows that this has a hand behind it.  
Death and the gates of death
38:16-18  The Deep or the Sea and Death all have such connotations the part of creation which is beyond  human control.  Here Yahweh is asking Job whether he, alone of all human beings, has entered the realm of the dead and returned to life.  Please note the preoccupation with death in various ways that runs through the whole book.  Job is not being asked whether he is an underwater diver: the Sea and the Deep are images associated with death (Gen 7:11; Ps 42:7, 69:2,14-15, 144:7;  Jonah 2:5-6).  It must be supposed that the sea is the route to the entrance gates of the realm of death that are also referred to in Psalm 9:13 and 107:18. 
38:18  The word “earth” here may mean the underworld as it apparently does in Psalm 22:29,  Isaiah 26:19 and Jonah 2:6.  This verse ends with another mocking demand to Job.

Sarcasm of wisdom
38:19  Light and darkness were separated on the first day of Creation (Gen 1:6), and thus have different abodes.
38:20  After light and darkness have completed their day’s or night’s work, they go home as does a laborer.  The challenge is sarcastically put to Job to direct light and darkness to their respective homes.

38:21  The sarcasm and irony become sharper.  Job must surely know these secrets, since, like the personification of Wisdom in Proverbs 8:22f., he was born before creation and was an observer of the arrangements (Job 15:7).

38:22  In Job 37:9, Deuteronomy 28:12 and Jeremiah 10:13 “In his storehouse, kept for the proper time, are fire, hail, famine, disease.”  Cf. Exodus 9:22-26; Josh 10:11; Isaiah 28:17 and 33:30; Ezekiel 13:13; and Haggai 2:17.  Again a strong way of saying that God is the Master of the Great House and that is the Universe.
38:24  Power. The word may mean either “way” or “power,” as in Job 26:14 and 40:19.  Here it may be that both meanings are intended, including both place or way as well as the power by which the division was performed.

The Well Organized Cosmos

 This is a well-organized cosmos.  Just as the dawn has its proper place (v. 12) so also light and darkness have their “homes” (vv. 19-21).  If Job had already been born before the world was created (cf. vv. 4-7), he would, of course, know the way to these homes.  Again, Yahweh asks Job whether he is familiar with the “storehouses” in which snow and hail are reserved to be hurled down to “‘do battle’ against human beings (vv. 22-23).  The notion of the existence somewhere in the universe of such storehouses was evidently a common one: compare Deuteronomy 28:12 and Jeremiah 10:13.  In the same vein (38:24) Job is asked to prove his knowledge of the way in which the “light” (or, probably “lightning” here in view of the context) and the bitter east wind are distributed on the earth.  Yahweh is thus understood as using these phenomena threateningly as well as beneficially.

38:25-27  Here is introduced a new theme, one that is to run through the rest of the speech: that Yahweh performs many of his activities in ways that appear to human beings to be sheer waste, but which demonstrate the unimaginable scope of his concerns and, by implication, the insignificance of purely human concerns in his sight.  These verses, again in the form of a question to Job (“Who has … etc.?), speak of Yahweh’s sending torrential rain and storms especially (by means of a heavenly “channel”) to fall on and fertilize the arid desert, which is uninhabited by human beings because it was regarded as incapable of useful cultivation.
38:28-30  This asks about the mysteries of rain, dew, frost and ice, and contains a surprising number of images of procreation: father, beget, womb, give birth.  Instead of using the verbs meaning ‘make’ and ‘create’, and so on, the sea is still regarded as a living being that can be directly addressed by Yahweh (38:11).  The OT sees and presents creation as alive because it receives its life from God. 
Does God feign ignorance?

In this and subsequent paragraphs the ironical questions in which Yahweh feigns ignorance are interspersed with plain statements by Yahweh about his creative activity.  The posing of questions to which the speaker knows the answer is a particular rhetorical device.  Compare for example his questions “Have you eaten from the tree?” (Gen 3:11), “Where is your brother Abel?” (Gen 4:9) and “Where have you come from?” (Job 1:7).  Their function is to put the person addressed at a disadvantage, here by the use of heavy irony.  The remainder of this first of Yahweh’s speeches falls mainly into two sections we outlined in Job 38:3:
a) The first covers the cosmic order (38:12-38)

b) The second the animal world (38:39-39:30). 
In the first of these no strict order is observed, but the main topics are the life of  creation and its  function of the dawn and the morning (38:12-15), the underworld (38:16-18), light and darkness (38:19-21), snow, hail and lightning (38:22-24), rain (38:25-28), ice and frost (38:29-30), the sky and the constellations (38:31-33) and the thunder and the clouds (38:34-38).  In 38:12 the dawn receives its orders from the creator.  All are subordinate beings under Yahweh himself 
38:36-38  These are largely concerned with the possession of the wisdom by which Yahweh rules the created order.  Job is first asked whether he can command the thunderstorm and lightning. 
38:36  This has difficult two words, Thoth and Sekwi.   Thoth first occurs in Psalm 51:8 and means “hidden,” and lends some support to the guess that it means “inward parts,” as in the Vulgate.  The Targum used “kidneys.”  The second word provoked some discussion among the Jewish sages.  Rabbi Levi (in the Jerusalem Talmud, Berakot IX.2) averred that at Rome “Sekwi” referred to the cock or rooster that crows at sunrise. Simeon ben-Laqish was informed that this was the case in the region of Gennesaret.  The Jewish benediction “Blessed art thou, O Lord, our God, King of the World, who gives the cock (intelligence) to distinguish between day and night” derives from this verse.  The supposed meaning “cock” suggests the possibility that the parallel word represents a bird noted for wisdom, and it is possible that the word refers to Thoth, the Ibis, which like the cock was renowned for wisdom.  These two birds supposedly possess meteorological powers that were given to them by God, but which human beings like Job do not possess.
38:37-38  This refers again to the ability to command torrential rain as Elijah had done by praying to Yahweh (1 Kings 18).

38:39-41  Here begins a series of paragraphs about the lives and characteristics of animals and birds, which continue until the end of chapter 39.  These are all, except for the horse (39:19:25) wild creatures living apart from human beings and their cities.  Job is therefore as ignorant of their lives and habits as he is of what happens in the upper skies.  As a catalogue of similar phenomena (i.e. wild animals) these verses have an affinity with the literary form of the onomasticon (a vocabulary or dictionary of proper names of people and places). But, far from being just a list of names, this is a remarkable poem and also astonishingly perceptive, showing a detailed knowledge that ironically belies its own message that these things are known only to God.  It goes beyond the previous paragraphs in that it stresses not only Yahweh’s knowledge and human ignorance, but also Yahweh’s loving care for those creatures that can be of no possible use to human beings: he provides them with food, watches over their births and cares for them generally.  Its very pointed omission of any reference to human beings, with their obsession with their own problems and their demands that God should conform to their own notions of justice, cannot but be intentional.  It presents a picture of the breadth of God’s activities that neither Job nor his friends could have imagined.  Two things in particular are emphasized: these creatures’ freedom and independence from human control and God’s loving concern for them.

The lion is generally portrayed in the Old Testament as a fierce creature that is the enemy of mankind.  In 38:39-40, however, the author’s concern is with the lion cubs, whose appetites require to be satisfied; and Yahweh speaks of himself as the hunter who forages for their food in default of human assistance, while at the other end of the scale he also ensures that the young of the ravens do not go hungry.

God’s Revelation in Jesus Christ His Son
In the OT the people needed cosmic divine theophanies, fire, storms, and other cosmic phenomena (to “see” God), but because of the Incarnation and Pentecost, (in the NT) the Father reveals himself in His Son and the Son reveals Himself in the Holy Spirit, but the Holy Spirit reveals Himself in the Church.  This revelation has the essential mark of the new covenant and that is Kenosis.  The Father empties Himself in His Son and the Son empties Himself in the Holy Spirit but the Holy Spirit empties Himself in the life of the Church which is the Body of Christ. Why this is so?  My answer according to the teaching of the fathers is that:

1) The Father is the Origin or the fountain, the Son is the revelation and the Holy Spirit is the fulfillment.

2) All comes from the Father and are revealed in the Son and given in the Holy Spirit.

3) Let us as far as our ability allows us look at the hidden mystery of the divine love.  The divine love has its own circle.  The Father has all, the Son takes from the Father, and the Holy Spirit takes from the Son.  I mean the Origin points to the Revelation which now is in the human heart.  The Revelation points to the Fulfillment.

4) In the Origin we have our return, in the revelation we have our redemption and in the fulfillment we have our sanctification which is the completion of our creation and redemption because we are restored in Christ not just to the image of God but to the very Image of the Son Incarnate. 
5) This does not demand a theophany in storms or fires because the last fire of the divine theophany was that at the Day of Pentecost.  But now the fire is in the heart where the Holy Spirit reveals the Father and the Son.  In the gifts of the Holy Spirit we receive that revelation. This revelation may be seen into two divine actions:
a. the revelation of the Person of the Trinity which we encounter in understanding their unique relationship.
b. the revelation of what is given for our salvation such as the gift of adoption which we receive in the Mystery of Holy Baptism.
Abbot Sophronius, translated by GHB.
Happy and blessed Feast of the Incarnation from May, Bob and me.
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