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God, Job and The Enigma of Suffering 

A Deeper Understanding of the Cross

Job & Elihu: Should We Listen to the Young?
Bible Job 32: 1-22  

1 Then these three men ceased answering Job because in his own opinion he was righteous.  2 The anger of Elihu son of Barachel the Buzite of the clan of Ram, flared up Job, because he held himself to be righteous rather than God.  3 And against his three companions his anger also flared because they had not found an answer and so had made God guilty.  4 Elihu had waited while they spoke because these men were years older than he.  5 But when Elihu saw that the three had no answer in their mouth, his anger flared up.  6 Elihu, son Barachel the Buzite, spoke out and said: “I am young in years, and you are venerable men; so I recoiled and was afraid to declare my knowledge to you.  7 I thought, ‘Days should speak, many years ought to teach wisdom.’  8 But it is a spirit in man, the breath of Shaddai (God) gives insight.  9 Seniors may not be sage, nor do elders understand aright.  10 So I say, ‘Listen to me, I too will state my view.’  11 I waited for you to speak, I gave ear to your arguments while you tested words.
12 “I paid close attention to you, but none of you confuted Job.  None of you answered his words.  13 Can you say, ‘We found wisdom. Let God rebuke him, not man’?  14 He has not matched words with me; I would not answer him as you did.  15 Dismayed, they answer no more; words have forsaken them.  16 Should I wait when they cannot speak, when they stop and answer no more?  17 I will now say my piece; I will declare what I know.  18 For I am brimming with words, wind bloats my belly.  19 My belly is like unvented wine, like new wine-skins ready to burst.  20 I must speak and get relief, open my lips and reply.  21 Let me be partial to no one, nor flatter any man.  22 I know not how to flatter, Else would my Maker soon dispatch me.”
The Targum – Job 32: 1-22
1 So these three men ceased from replying to Job, because he was righteous in his own eyes.  

2 Then the anger of Elihu, the son of Barachel the Buzite from the family of Abraham, grew strong against Job.  His anger grew strong because of his considering himself more righteous than God.  3 And his anger (also) grew strong against the three friends because they had found no answer, although they had condemned Job.  4 Now Elihu had waited to speak (with) Job, because they were older than he.  5 When Elihu saw that there was no refutation in the mouth of the three men, then his anger grew strong.  6 And Elihu, son of Barachel the Buzite, answered, and said: “I am young in years while you are old; therefore I doubted and was afraid to declare my opinion to you.  7 I said: ‘Let days speak, and many years teach wisdom.’  8 In truth, it is the spirit of inspiration in a human being, and the Memra of the Almighty, (which) makes them understand.  9 It is not the great ones who are wise or the elders who understand justice.  

10 Therefore I said: ‘Listen to me, let me also declare my opinion.’ 11 Behold, I waited for your words; I listened for your understanding while you searched for words.  12 I tried to understand you and behold there was no one rebuking Job, none of you refuting his words.  13 But you might say: ‘We have found wisdom: God will strike him, not man.’  14 But he has not directed words against me, and I will not answer him with your words.  15 They are discomfited; they cannot answer again; words fail them.  16 And shall I wait because they do not speak, because they stand silent and do not answer again?  17 I will answer; ‘it is my lot alone; I will declare my opinion, I alone.’  18 For I am full of words, the spirit within me” constrains me.

19 Behold my belly is like new wine that is not opened; like small flasks, new wineskins, it is split.  20 I will speak and it will give breath to me; I will open my lips and answer.  21 I will not now show partiality to a man and I will not use flattery to a human being.  22 For I do not know how to flatter, (else) in a short while the anger” of my Maker would carry me off.

Notes on the Hebrew text

1. Note the change in terminology, from “friends” (Job 2:11; 19:21; 32:10) to “men,” the LXX, however, reads “friends” here and MT  and the Targum return to this usage in verse 3.  But this could be a change of attitude to the three men.
In his own opinion, literally as in the Targum “in his own eyes.” LXX, and the Syriac and one Hebrew manuscript read “their eyes” which reading is adopted by some critics with the understanding that the three friends are now convinced of Job’s innocence after his series of oaths of clearance.

2. Elihu … Ram, we have the father’s name (cf. Isa 1:1; Jer I: 1; Ezek 1: 2) and even adds the name of the clan Ram.  The Targum does not use Ram but Abraham.  This is very difficult because we have no evidence that Ram was an abbreviated name for Abraham.  But there is an attempt to give Elihu an Israelite identity.  Some manuscripts of LXX read Aram.  Symmachus confirms the reading of the Targum which is Abraham.  Elsewhere the name Ram has Judahite connections (I Chron 2:9, 25, 27; Ruth 4:19).  As ancestor of David and of Jesus Christ, the Judahite Ram of Ruth 4:19.  

The name Elihu was apparently fairly common in the time of David, since four different persons of that name are mentioned, including a brother of David (I Sam 1:1; I Chron 12:20; 26:1, 4, 7; 27:18).  The meaning of the name is “He is my God, and may have influenced the speech as Elihu is one who knows God.  The name of Elihu’s father, Barachel, “El has blessed,” is not found else where in the OT.

Buz, the eponymous ancestor of this Aramaean tribe, is represented as Abraham’s nephew (Gen 22:20, 21), and brother of Uz, the presumed founder of Job’s tribe (cf. Gen 10:22, 23).  Jeremiah 25:23 mentions Buz along with Dedan and Tema, “all who cut the corners of their hair; all the kings of Arabia and all the mixed tribes that dwell in the desert” (RSV). (Cf. Jer 9:25).

3. God is guilty comes from a long but forgotten Jewish tradition (Please try to read: Anson Laytner, Arguing with God, 1990, ISBN 0 87668 817 2).  The name of a whole nation is “Israel,” the one who struggled with God.  In Genesis 28, Jacob received a vision and a promise afforded to few other mortals.  In his dream, Jacob saw a ladder stretching from the earth to the Heavens and at the very top stood Yahweh (the Lord) God.  Then Jacob heard God swear to him: “Behold, I am with you.  I will protect you wherever you go and I will bring you back to this land” (Gen 28:15).
Yet on the morrow, when the bright Middle Eastern sun penetrated into the dream-enchanted corners of his mind, Jacob vowed the following vow: “If God be with me, if He protects me on this journey that I am making, and gives me bread to eat and clothing to wear, and if I return safely to my father’s house – then the Lord shall be my God” (Gen 28:20-21). Most unusual!  First God promises Jacob divine protection, and then Jacob proceeds to put a qualifier on God’s word. “If God does thus and so for me, then the Lord shall be my God and I will serve Him.” This juxtaposition of God’s promise and Jacob’s vow troubled rabbinic exegetes of all ages, as the following story shows:  

“Two rabbis, Rabbi Abahu and Rabbi Yohanan, disagreed on the interpretation of Jacob’s vow.  On the one hand, Rabbi Abahu said: “The story requires chronological rearrangement, for the events did not occur in the order in which they were written.  First Jacob prayed, ‘If God will be with me,’ and afterwards the word of the Lord came to him in his dream: ‘Behold I am with you.’  For could it be that Jacob would have uttered such a vow after God had already promised to protect him?”

“On the other hand, Rabbi Yohanan said: “The text requires no rearrangement. For this is what Jacob meant: ‘If all the conditions that God promised me - to be with me and to protect me - are fulfilled; then I will keep my vow.” (Genesis Rabah, 70:3)
“This second Jacob, Rabbi Yohanan’s Jacob, knew something about this God who spoke in dreams in the night.  No doubt he had heard something from father Isaac’s lips about a near-

sacrifice at this God’s command.  Jacob wasn’t about to entrust his future well-being to words spoken in some dark dream.  The arrangement had to be tied up but good!  Yahweh, if He was to be Jacob’s God, had to prove Himself worthy.  He had to earn Jacob’s respect if Jacob was to take the Lord as his God.

“As the story of Jacob illustrates, the Jewish relationship with God has, almost from the very beginning, been expressed in terms of a mutually beneficial contract.  Before Jacob would enter into a Covenant with God, he had to be shown that God would indeed act as his God.  Only after God had demonstrated His reliability was Jacob willing to give the Lord a shot at a steady job as the God of Israel.  Jacob may have been young, but he was wily.  He knew how to get what he wanted - even from God.  By binding God to a clear-cut contract, Jacob provided an excellent model upon which to build.” (Anson Laytner, introduction 13-14.)
Abba Philemon

“St Paul says that ‘God condemned sin in the flesh of His one Son” (Rom 8:3).  On the cross God was hanged, to show us the end of sin and to put Himself and us on trail, because the condemnation of sin means the death of His Son and that also means that we have to die to sin not because of sin.  Our death is a trail for God who died to bring about the resurrection and we have to take this as a trail for us if we want the resurrection.”

Good Friday of 1965   

4. These men were years older.  Elihu lays great stress on his youthful modesty in the next few verses.  It is common in the East even today for the young to wait for the elders to speak first.  But objection of the young is very often welcomed, not to Elihu’s spoken words but to his thoughts. No distinction is intended in v. 8 between spirit (râuh) and breath (nesamah).  The two words occur again in parallelism in Job 27:3, where possession of spirit/breath is synonymous with being alive: in Hebrew thought God, in breathing into the creatures that he had made, has conferred life on them (Gen. 2:7; 7:15).  Elihu’s point is that because of this, wisdom and knowledge of what is right are not a prerogative of one person rather than another but are available to any living human being (32:9).  Consequently his own understanding is as valid as any, and he therefore has an equal right to voice his opinion (verse 10).

In the OT our life depends of the Spirit of God who gives both life (Job 27:3, 33:4; Gen 2:7), and wisdom, or any special ability (Gen 41:38; Exod 31:3; Num 27:18; Isa 11:2; Dan 5:12-13).  So wisdom is not necessarily a concomitant of old age (Job12:12; 15:10; Ecclesiasticus 25:2-6). Piety is prerequisite for the recipient of true wisdom, since wisdom comes from God (Prov 1:7; 2:6; 10:31; 15:33; Wisdom of Solomon 1:5-7; 7:22-23; 9:17; I Cor 2:6).  Young Elihu, like the Psalmist (Ps 119: 99) feels he has more understanding than his elders, since it is God who inspires him.
Abba Philemon, Listening to the Young

“As the Bible teaches us the Lord works in the whole of his creation.  I look at the eyes of the donkey and I can see in them the meekness of Jesus.  It is one of the good Icons which reflect Jesus’ forbearing.  The monks hit it (the donkey) and call it bad names but it does not reply but carries our burden.  I listen to the young youth who comes to see me.  I listen before I speak and very often I hear the voice of the Wisdom of God in their words.  You can tell that they have received the Wisdom from God if you look for the following:

1. If they say something that builds
2. If they say it for not personal gain
3. If they aim at establishing peace and love.

No one who speaks and aims at these three principles is void of the Wisdom of God.”

First Dialogue with George 

18-20. Elihu is flatulent with words; compare Matthew 9:17 for the figure of bursting wine-skins. The wine, as well as the skin, is new and threatens to split the skin unless vented (cf. Jer 20: 9).

Abba Philemon, Truth needs Love

“We must not employ truth for our advantage.  I mean for being to be satisfied to prove that the others are wrong and that we are right.  Do you know why this is wrong?  In the first place truth without love is what the devil loves.  But God speaks truth to us to build us up, not to destroy us.   If you are like Elihu and will burst if you do not speak, please ask yourself why you are aching to speak?  If because you want to prove that you are righteous, you miss love.  If you think that you are want to correct your friend, then love is kind as Paul says and love speaks truth with meekness.”

God does not need our defense 

“It is very dangerous to think that we must defend God.  It is like an ant says to a lion, ‘I am stronger than you and you need me as your defender.”  God is meek and our insults hurt us because our insults darken our understanding.  We are commanded not to speak evil words because words are the natural spring which is in all of us which brings evil to our minds.  Abstain from using every evil word and you shall see that this brings peace to your mind.”

First Dialogue

The Angry Elihu     

“God neither caused nor created evil and, therefore, those who assert that certain passions come naturally to the soul are quite wrong.  What they fail to realize is that we have taken natural attributes of our own and turned them into passions.  For instance, the seed which we have for the sake of procreating children is abused by us for the sake of fornication.  Nature has provided us with anger as something to be turned against the serpent, but we have used it against our neighbor.  We have a natural urge to excel in virtue, but instead we compete in evil.  Nature stirs within us the desire for glory, but that glory is of a heavenly kind.  It is natural for us to be arrogant - against the demons.  Joy is ours by nature, but it should be joy on account of the Lord and for the sake of doing good to our neighbor.  Nature has given us resentment, but that ought to be against the enemies of our souls.  We have a natural desire for food, but not surely for profligacy.”

John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 26, Classics of Western Spirituality, 1982, ISBN 0 281 03782 5.
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