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God, Job and The Enigma of Suffering 

A Deeper Understanding of the Cross

The Living Dead

I am a living dead and the dead are better than me!

Job 6: 1-30: Then Job spoke:  2 If only my anguish could be weighed and my misfortune set with it on the scales,  3 they would outweigh the sand of the sea!  No wonder that my words are unrestrained.  4 For the arrows of the Almighty are in me, and my spirit drinks in their poison.

The terrors of God stand arrayed against me.  5 Does the wild ass bray when he has found green grass?  Does the ox low when he has his fodder?  6 Can one eat tasteless foods without salt?  Is there flavor in the juice of mallows?  7 I refuse to touch them; they are no better than rotten food.  8 Would that my request should find fulfillment, that God should grant me what I hope for! 9 that God should decide to crush me, to let loose his hand and cut me off!  10 Then this consolation could still be mine (even while I recoiled in unrelenting pain), that I have not denied the ordinances of the Holy One.  11 What strength have I for waiting?  What end in store that I should prolong my life?  12 Is my strength the strength of stone, or is my flesh bronze?  13 I have no power in myself at all; all help has been thrust from me.  14 A friend does not refuse his loyalty, nor does he forsake the fear of the Almighty.

15 But my brothers have been as treacherous as the wadis (Arabic for valleys).  They are like seasonal streams that overflow,  16 that are dark with ice, swollen with thawing snow;  17 but no sooner are they in spate than they dry up, in the heat they vanish away.  18 Caravans turn aside from their routes; they go off into the desert and are lost.  19 The caravans of Tema search for water; the travelers of Sheba raise their hopes.  20 But they are disappointed despite their confidence; they arrive, only to be frustrated.  21 Thus have you become for me; you have seen a calamity and have taken fright.  22 Have I said, “Make me a gift!”?  “From your wealth offer a bribe for me!”?  23 Rescue me from my enemy!”?  “Ransom me from brigands!”?  24 Tell me plainly, and I will say no more; show me where I have erred.  25 How distressing are words of right judgment!  But what do your reproofs amount to?  26 Do you think mere words settle matters?  When you disregard the speech of a man in despair?  27 Would you cast lots for an orphan, or barter over a friend?  28 But now, come, if you will, look at me. I swear I will not lie to your face.  29 Turn to me; there is no iniquity here!  Turn to me; my integrity is still intact!  30 Is my tongue a liar? Can my palate not discern falsehood? 

Notes and Questions

Job 6:4:  In Job 16:13. The figure of God (Shaddai) as an archer is frequent in the OT; see Deuteronomy 32:23; Ezekial 5:16; Lamentations 3:12-13; Psalm 7:13; 38:2.  The lightning is represented as God’s arrows in Psalm 144:6.  The present passage plainly refers to poisoned arrows, which are not mentioned elsewhere in the OT.  The word rendered “venom” is the same that is used for the deaf adder in Psalm 58:4.  Fiery arrows were used in ancient wars and arrowheads have been found with perforations for threading oil-soaked tow (“Tow” here is an archaic word that means the fibers of flax separated from those use for spinning cloth).  Paul mentions the flaming darts of Satan which are quenched with the shield of faith (Eph. 6:16).

· If you think that God is behind your problems, what are the images of God that you cherish? Are they from your painful background?

· Why do you think that arrows are mentioned in the NT as the wicked tool of Satan’s attacks?

Job 6:5:  As it is natural and instinctive for a hungry ass or ox to bray or bellow, so a man in pain will cry out.  This is apparently a proverbial saying, by which Job means to convey that he has ample cause to complain.

Job 6:6:  This statement in context would seem to refer to Job’s afflictions.  Job says that he finds them tasteless and worse than food without salt.  This may be Job’s reaction to Eliphaz’s argument.  Job has reference to the insipidity of Eliphaz’s logic.  For the respects paid to one another’s argument, see Job 8:2; 11:2; 13:3-5; 15:2-3; 16:3; 19:5, 20:2-3.  These exchanges are reminiscent of more elegant and courteously sarcastic suits which are common to all of us.

What is flat food?  The word occurs elsewhere only in Lamentations 2:14 where it is used of the false and deceptive visions which the false prophets have divined.
· What is the best approach if you hear sarcastic remarks from someone who tries to counsel you?

· Do you recall any sarcastic remarks or sayings by Jesus?

· What is the basic difference between a sarcastic remark and a condemnation?

Abba Philemon: “Do not be the judge of the worst sinner, not only because you are a sinner, but also because in the sight of God we all are equally in need of forgiveness.  Sarcasm may awaken the spark of wisdom in those who are seekers of truth; but those who are sleepers on the pillow of lust, sarcasm may make them angry.  Be diligent and use wise words, free from sarcasm, because all of us have weaknesses which can ignite anger.”  

Various Readings in the Targums
Targum - Job 6:6 - Is it possible that one devote oneself to something in which there is no use, when there is no one who would dispute it, or is there taste in that which is mute?  Is it possible that broth be eaten without salt, or is there taste in the albumen of an egg or its yolk?  Just as it is not possible to eat a turnip without salt, so there is no taste for a physician to whom the sickness of death is clear.  Just as anything seasoned cannot be eaten without salt, so there is no taste in the saliva, in the fluid of dreams

Literally the text refers to the viscous juice of some insipid substance like cream cheese.  The nature of this tasteless substance is uncertain.  Targum guesses at “the white of an egg” which offers the consistency and insipidity suggested, but is doubtful since there is nothing to indicate that the enigmatic word has anything to do with eggs or albumen.  Many moderns assume that the reference is to the bland juice of some plant, the RSV “slime of purslain,” JB “the juice of mallows.” Or “the saliva of the dreams,” in the sense of the LXX “empty words,” is insipid.  It is possible that the Hebrew word hallãmut is to be related to Arabic word halüm, or hallüm which is a kind of soft cheese which, for want of a special term, we render “cream cheese.”  The consonants of the Arabic word correspond exactly to those of the Hebrew word and the nature of the substance designated suits the context admirably.  The word also occurs in Coptic (cf. W. E. Crum, A Coptic Dictionary. 1939, page 170a).  In its raw state, cream cheese is about half water and exudes a milky liquid.  It is quite bland and has at least to be salted, and usually other flavor and condiments added, before it is at all palatable.

Job 6:7 - Job rejects Eliphaz’s arguments as his appetite would reject insipid food.  For “soul” is the seat of the appetite (cf. Deut 14:26; Isa 29:8; Micah 7:1; Prov 23:2).  Literally “They are like the sickness of my meat.”  The word lehem which usually means “bread” in Hebrew has in Arabic the meaning of “meat.”  In Job 20:23 and Zephaniah 1:17 the word has, as here, reference to human flesh and not to bread.  The pronoun “they” refers to Eliphaz’s words or arguments.  The condition of Job’s flesh, like Eliphaz’s argument, is putrid; cf. Job 7:5; 18:13; 30:30.

I refuse to touch them; they are considered like a menstruating woman at my meal.

I refuse to touch them; they make me faint and there was a potion for my meal.

Seeking Death - In 6:8. Job is asking that he be allowed to die; as in Job 3:11.  He reached the bottom of despair. 

· Why do you think Job is seeking his death at the Hand of God?

· Do you consider that death brings comfort or just puts an end to our pain?

· Job 6:9 is the parallel to Isaiah 53:10.  What kind of pleasure is in Isaiah 53:10?  And how is it different from the pleasure in Hebrews 12:1-2. 

Job 6:9 in the Targum - If God has consented to make me poor, may he free his hand and enrich me.
Job 6:10 - This verse seems to suggest that God owes Job the favor of quickly putting him out of his misery, since he, Job, had always been an obedient servant.

“The Holy One” is a common name in Isaiah 40:25; Habakkuk 3:3, and is a favorite term in Isaiah who uses it some twenty-five times as compared with seven occurrences elsewhere. 

· Why does Job appeal to the Holy One?
Job 6:10-11:  Literally, “And what is my end that I should prolong my soul? Then this would be still my consolation, and I would rejoice with trembling that he does not have pity on the wicked, for I have not forgotten the words of the Holy One, or what strength have I that I should endure, and what is my end that I should prolong my life?”
Job 6:14:  If reproach comes to one who is in despair, he will forsake the fear of the Almighty. Kindness is due from his friend to him that is in despair and compassion from his brother to him that is afflicted of God; that he succumb not to the pain of his heart, and forsake the fear of the Almighty.

What Job says is that his friend(s) should remain loyal, even if he, as Eliphaz already has begun to insinuate, had turned from God (Job 17:5; 19:21).
· What is the best way to comfort someone who is in despair?

· Can you identify one or more reasons for despair?

· Is there a creative side of despair?

Abba Philemon: “My brother, despair is good as it may lead those who seek God to accept God’s grace and stop depending on their resources.  When I despair, I know that I have been walking alone and far away from the Crucified Lord.”

Strong Metaphors for Betrayal 

Note: Please consult, one of the best books on Metaphors, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, “The Metaphors We live By,” 1980.
Job 6:15-20:  Job’s friends have betrayed him like the wadies (Arabic for valleys) which run dry, or the dry oasis (or mirage) which diverts the caravan and lures it to its doom.  Jeremiah in like manner accused Yahweh of being false to him as a deceitful brook, or waters that fail (Jer.15: 18).  The wadies of Syria and Palestine may be surging torrents in the rainy season and are usually bone-dry in the summer when water is most needed.  The reference to the thaw suggests the region of the Lebanon where in the spring the melting ice and snow sends down floods of dark and roaring waters, but in the heat of summer the stream beds may look as if they had never known a drop of water.

Caravans from two famous trading centers are mentioned; Tema (modern Teima) is an oasis in northern Arabia, c. 250 miles southeast of Aqaba, and a station on the route from Medina, 200 miles to the south, to Damascus in the far north.  Further references to Tema occur in Isaiah 21:14 and Jeremiah 25:23.  Sheba (or Seba) is an even better known market city specializing in precious commodities and located in south-western Arabia.  In Job 1:19 the Sabeans appear as marauders, rather than traders (and cf. Psalm 72:10, 15; Isaiah 60:6; Jeremiah 6:20; Ezekial 27:22-23; 38:13.

Even experienced caravaneers can have their hopes of finding supplies of water on the long caravan trails falsely aroused and then frustratingly disappointed.  The caravaneers of Tema and Sheba would not be so foolhardy as those of verse 18 who lose the trail, but could be disappointed nonetheless by finding already dried-up wadi beds.  If the Book of Job is set in northern Arabia, Job’s friends, who would themselves have traveled in caravan to visit him, would no doubt know the truth of Job’s depiction from their own experience.

The double image of the dried-up wadi applies to Job’s experience with his friends: not only has he found them unreliable and inconsistent (cf. vv 15-17), he has felt himself deceived by them (cf. vv 18-20).  He suffers, like the traveler in the desert, not only a disappointment of expectation, but a danger to life.  Job knows the reason that they have adopted their “stand- offish” position: they have “seen” his misfortune and been frightened.

· Do you think that we should speak to God or of God in this way?

· Do you have reasons for fearing that this is improper?

Job 6:24:  Eliphaz has insinuated that Job must have merited his woes, for this is the clear corollary of his doctrine that the wicked are always punished.  Job does not categorically deny the possibility that he may have committed some minor or inadvertent errors, but he would like to know what he has done to deserve such calamity (Job 13:26).  For in advertent and presumptuous sins (cf. Lev. chapter 4; Num. 15: 22-29; Ps. 19: 13).  From Psalm 19:13, we can deduce that inadvertent errors or hidden sin are punishable.

· Does the NT teach that we can be punished for our sins publicly?

· Is our punishment for our sins in harmony with the death of Christ of the cross?

Job 6:27 - “Barter”:  In Job 40:30 the same verb is used of fishmongers (wholesalers) haggling over a big fish (Leviathan).  The same verb is used in Deuteronomy 2:6 and Hosea 3:2 of Hosea’s purchase of a harlot on the slave market.

Job does not say that his friends are treating him as if he is an orphan by casting lots for the orphan of a man who had been their debtor in order to sell him into slavery (cf. 2 Kgs 4: 1), or “selling” their friend as if he were a commodity.  Job does not, we presume, accuse his friends of doing any such thing; rather, he says that they are behaving like people who would do such things.  But what it conveys is a mood of bitterness, of disappointment and unfulfilled “loyalty,” which would otherwise be muted by the plain language of verses 25-26.  This verse then forms a climax to the triplet (25-27) on the theme of the friends’ words: Eliphaz, who speaks for the friends, has not simply disappointed or misled Job (as the images of verses 15-20 have shown) but has treated him with callousness.  This is strong talk, and justified only from Job’s perspective; it doubtless must sound bewildering to Eliphaz.  The reason for Job’s anger will, however, be clearly spelled out in the final triplet of this chapter:  Job’s “integrity is at stake” (v 29).  Job is not simply suffering, discouraged, depressed, and impatient; worse than that, he is falsely accused - by God!  And no one gives a moment’s thought to the possibility that he might be in the right.

Job 6:28-30: The kernel of this triplet lies in v 29: “My integrity is at stake!”  All criticism of the friends’ ineffectualness is here put aside for the time being while Job pleads with them to “look” at him, “return” or “turn” to him so that the most significant communication can occur.  His death-wish is also stifled temporarily, so that his protestation of innocence may dominate the discussion.  Job’s mood is not hopeful; he does not expect anything much of his friends beyond listening to him; but he must make this protestation of innocence.  It will be many chapters before Job’s final grand protestation (Chap. 31) concludes the dialogue with the three friends. But what we have here is enough, if it were taken seriously, to dispense with all the posturing of the intervening speeches.  Job speaks as loyal friend to loyal friends, swearing that he tells no lie, affirming to their faces that there is in him no cause for the suffering he endures.  This is no mere protestation that he truly suffers greatly, but reaches to the very nub of the whole issue that divides him and God. 
It is true that his proper dealings are with God himself, and it will be in that direction that he will immediately hereafter turn.  But he purposes to enlist his friends’ support, and to win them to his conviction that he deserves nothing of what he suffers.

Job 6:28: “But now,” he says, indicating that the speech is taking a radically new turn, “be pleased” to pay attention to me as a person, to listen to me as friends to a friend.  In his last angry sentence Job had reproached them as ready to treat a friend as an object, a commodity to bargain with.  Now, he says, let rhetoric be put aside, and let us speak as persons.  If they cannot recognize his innocence, no one can.  With a solemn oath, not usually recognized by the translations, he swears that he does not lie to them. 
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