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Method of Study 

The literature on Job is vast.  The  approach  taken  in  this  series  is  found  in one other 

commentary, 1 and it  is  not the  kind of reading offered by standard commentaries.  Our  view  is  

that  Job  has  something  to  do  with  Judah,  and  in particular  it  needs  to  be  read  as  a  parable 

of  the  times  of  Hezekiah, with  Job being seen as representative of Hezekiah. Job is difficult to 

read. The normal key  in  the  commentaries  is  the  “wisdom  tradition”  of  the  Bible  and  other 

near-eastern writings. This key opens the surface of the book, but the key we use opens a parabolic 

level of meaning. This takes Job to be a discussion of God’s providential handling of Judah in the 

reign of Hezekiah. As such it is a discussion of prophecy and an explanation of Hezekiah’s suffering. 

Job  is  a  book  that  has  been  developed  with  a  story  about  a  patriarchal individual  called  Job.  

It  is  a  drama  written for  performance 2using  this  story, but  carrying  an  eighth/seventh  century  

debate.  The  parable 3can  only  be uncovered  by  intertextual  study.  Strictly  speaking,  the  

parable  only  exists  in the  prologue  and  the  epilogue:  these  parts  of the  book  are  obviously  a  

story, but  our  argument  is  that  the  story  is  parabolic.  The dialogue is not parabolic unless it is 

seen in relation to the narrative envelope. 

 

If we put the prologue/epilogue to one side and take the dialogue on its own, the  background  

information  we  have  in  the  speeches  takes  on  a  new significance,  and  the  character  of  that  

information  is  different.  There  are indications  of  kingship,  political  power,  military  conflict,  

policies  of  state, party  groupings,  diplomatic  talks,  and  a  crisis.  It  is  then  a  question  of 

identifying  the  historical  context  for  this  kind  of  dialogue.  The prologue/epilogue  disguises  this  

level  of  meaning  with  a  story  about  a patriarch. 

 

                                                           
1
 D.  Wolfers,  Deep  Things  out  of  Darkness,  (Grand  Rapids:  Eerdmans,  1995). The  parabolic  approach  is  

also  represented  in  a  book  now  forgotten  in academic  circles,  J.  W.  Thirtle,  Old  Testament  Problems,  
(London:  Henry Frowde, 1907). 
2
 J. H, Eaton, Job, (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 2004), 39-40. 

3
 While this  word has a conventional meaning today,  and this  is  how I use  it, there  is  something  to  be  

noted  about  this  word. The narrator  refers  to  Job’s speeches (Job  27:1, 29:1) as a “parable”, and this  word 
is  used in  Deut 28:37 “And  thou  shalt  become  an  astonishment,  a  parable,  and  a  byword,  among all  
nations  whither  the  Lord  shall  lead  thee”  (1  Kgs  9:7,  2  Chron  7:20,  Pss 44:15,  Jer  24:9).  This  word  
very  often  has  political import,  and  therefore  it identifies Job’s speeches and those of the others in the 
dialogue as political in nature (Job 13:12). 
 
 



The  parabolic  approach  is  almost  non-existent  amongst  the  commentaries, which  instead  

concentrate  on  determining  the  Hebrew  text  of  Job,  relating the  text  to  comparative  religious  

material,  offering  a  surface  paraphrase  of the  arguments  in  the  book,  and  considering  such  

questions  as  provenance, consistency  and  intent;  to  this  mix they  add  value  judgments on  the  

lasting theological worth of the book (as a theodicy) in the Judeo-Christian tradition. Some  

commentaries  observe  that  the  book  may represent  an  allegory  of  the nation of Israel and its 

suffering, but this has generally not been accepted.4 

 

Many  commentators  offer  the  view  that  the  book  is  about  the  problem  of Job’s  innocent  

suffering. Our  opinion  is  that  the  book  is  not  about  the “problem  of  suffering”;  it  is  not  a  

theodicy.  The  book  is  about  whether  a man  can  serve  God  for  nothing  (i.e. whether 

disinterested  righteousness  is possible). If Satan’s challenge is  being tested  in  the  book, this  can 

only mean that  Job’s suffering is  the  way that  he is  tested  for disinterested righteousness during 5 

his life.  His  suffering brings  about  a  state  in  which  he  has  nothing, and  this  enables  the  test  

to  proceed  as  to  whether  he  serves  God  for nothing.6 

 

If  we ask  why an  author  would write such  a  narrative,  our  proposal  is  that  it was  written  to  

explain  the  suffering  of  Hezekiah  and  the  nation  during  the Assyrian  crisis.  The author has 

                                                           
4
 For  example,  amongst  commentaries,  M. H. Pope says  that  this  allegorical suggestion  is  “intriguing”,  but  

“there  is…not  the  slightest  suggestion  of interest  in  the  fate  of  the  nation  Israel  betrayed  anywhere  in  
the  book”,  Job: A  New  Translation  with  Introduction  and  Commentary,  (AB;  Garden  City,  New York:  
Doubleday,  1965),  xxx;  Carol  Newsom  is  certain  that  the  book “contains no references to historical events 
or persons”, The Book of Job, (NIB IV;  Nashville:  Abingdon  Press,  1996),  325;  F.  I.  Anderson  states  that  an 
“historical  stage”  is  not  used,  Job,  (Tyndale;  Leicester:  Inter-Varsity  Press, 1976),  254;  Eaton  asserts,  
Job,  65,  that  the  book  does  not  reflect  the  fate  of Israel  in  the  exile,  and  N.  C.  Habel,  The  Book  of  
Job,  (OTL;  Philadelphia: Westminster  Press,  1985),  40,  41,  states  that  Job  “avoids  direct  allusions  to the  
later  historical  and  prophetic  traditions  of  Israel”,  and  “there  is  no evidence  that  he  [Job]  represents  
Israel”.  Amongst  introductory  works,  J.  J. Collins  asserts  that  “the  traditional  wisdom  teaching  found  in  
Proverbs,  Job and  Qoheleth  is  notable  for  its  lack  of  attention  to  the  history  of  Israel”, Jewish Wisdom 
in  the Hellenistic Age, (Edinburgh:  T & T Clark, 1998), p. 97, and N.  Gottwald,  The  Hebrew  Bible:  A  Socio-
Literary  Introduction,  (Philadelphia: Fortress  Press,  1985),  579,  offers  the  view  that  Job  does  not  reflect  
the experience  of  the  people  in  exile.  However, Timothy  L. Johnson,  in  “Job  as Proto-Apocalypse:  A  
Fresh  proposal  for  Job’s  Governing  Genre”,  paper presented  to  the  SBL  Conference  2004,  18,  (Online:  
http://www.sbl-site.org/PDF/Johnson_Job.pdf),  has  argued  for  recognition  of  apocalyptic elements  in  Job.  
Such elements carry a political implication in relation to Israel.  
5
 This  is  an  important  qualification;  Job  is  not  being  tested  for  disinterested righteousness  in  respect  of  

any  reward  after  death;  Job  could  endure  his suffering  for  the  prospect  of  a  reward  beyond  death,  
although  he  makes no such connection; as it  is  his test  concerns only whether he will serve God for nothing 
in this life. 
6
 The  task  of  enumerating  themes  in  Job  is  not  part  of  our  study.  Scholars emphasize  some  themes  as  

more  critical  to  the  purpose  of  the  book.  These include  “piety  and  the  proper  response  to  suffering”,  
“reasons  for  innocent suffering”,  “the  justice  of  God in  bringing  about  suffering”,  “protest  against God”, 
“the nature of God”, and “man’s relationship to God”. 
 



encoded this explanation in a play about Hezekiah, with Job representing the king. The value of this 

kind of writing in the  period  prior  to  the  Exile is  easy  to  appreciate,  as  it  offers  an  explanation 

of recent suffering.  It  also  bolsters  confidence  in  “the  land”  in  times  of external  threat;  hence  

our  suggestion  would  be that  it  is  an  apologetic prophetic work written during the times of 

Jeremiah. 

 

 Our study will uncover a parabolic meaning in the  epilogue/prologue of Job, and  a  more  literal 

political  and  military  interpretation  of  the  speeches.  An original  audience  for  Job  might  not  

have  had  the  necessary  background knowledge  for  such  a  reading.  In the absence of such 

knowledge, the play works on a surface level as a dialogue about the suffering of a patriarch. If an 

audience  had  some background  knowledge  of  the  eighth  century  prophets, they  could  well  

have  unlocked  the  deeper  meaning  that  we  present.7Accordingly  we  conclude  that  it  is  

entirely  plausible  to  propose  that  an author would write a play about Hezekiah in a patriarchal 

style. 

 

This  study  offers  an  answer  to  the  problems  left  over  by  other  models insofar  as  it  i)  

explains  how  the  prologue  fits  with the  dialogue,  ii)  it  explains how God’s speeches address the  

concerns of the  dialogue, and  iii)  it  explains the  political  and  military  overtones  inherent  in  the  

dialogue.  All of these issues are dealt with inadequately by conventional models.  The reading 

proposed  in  this  study  is  non-arbitrary  insofar  as  it  is  derived  from  an intertextual reading of 

Job with the Prophets; it can be evaluated by assessing the  proffered links. In future articles we will 

explore the language of Job and show how it is taken from the book of Isaiah. 

 

The Composition of Job 

Andrew Perry 

Scholars assert that the book of Job bristles with problems of textual integrity.8 A discussion of these 

issues is beyond the scope of this article; instead our argument is that the textual problems 

highlighted by scholars can be resolved with a new kind of reading for the book, one that sets the 

book in a political and military context in dialogue with the 8c. prophets. Some of the leading 

                                                           
7
 In order to unlock the meaning of the book it would have been necessary to interpret  the  references  of  key  

terms  such  as  “the  wicked  one”,  “the  wicked ones”,  “the  oppressor”,  “the  hypocrite”,  “the  light  of  the  
wicked  ones”; understand  the  military  and  political  scope  of  such  figures  as  “the  flood”, “the  river”,  
“the  channel”,  “the  storm”  and  the  “the  whirlwind”;  and perceive that Job was a suitable personification 
of Hezekiah. 
8
 For example, see the overview of opinion in O. Eissfeldt, Introduction to the Old Testament (Oxford: Basil 

Blackwell, 1969), 460-462.  
 



compositional issues include,The speeches appear to be in three cycles with a definite pattern 

(Eliphaz, Job, Bildad, Job, Zophar, Job, etc.), except that in the ―third cycle‖ the pattern breaks 

down; Bildad‘s speech is much shorter and Zophar does not have a speech. This has led scholars to 

propose that the text is disturbed and they offer reconstructions that restore the pattern.  Some  

of the things that Job says in the third cycle  are taken  to represent the views of the friends, and this 

is where scholars reconstruct Zophar‘s and Bildad‘s third speeches.9 

 

For example, D. J. A.  Clines argues, following other scholars, that Job 26:5-14 belongs to Bildad‘s 

third speech and that Job 27:13-28:28 is Zophar‘s missing third speech.10 However, we would argue 

that the text has not been disturbed and instead follow the treatment of F. I. Andersen11 in regarding 

Job as speaking all of Job 26-27. This means that there is no third speech for Zophar and Bildad‘s 

“speech” is just an invited interruption by Job, who says, “If it is not so, who will prove me a liar, and 

show that there is nothing in what I say?” (Job 24:25). 

 

If Zophar‘s speech is absent, and Bildad‘s speech is more of an interruption, and the text is not 

disturbed, then the proposal that there are three cycles of speeches is severely weakened.  Instead, 

it needs to be recognized that there are only two cycles of speeches, which are concluded by Eliphaz 

summarizing the friends’ position in Job 22: 

 

 

J / E:J:B:J:Z:J / E:J:B:J:Z:J /E 

 

This would make Eliphaz’ speech the structural counterpart to Job‘s opening speech with both 

standing outside the two cycles. Eliphaz‘ last speech  brings to a close the “first day” of speeches, 

and  the next day begins with Job, saying, “Today also my complaint is bitter” (Job 23:2).12 D. 

                                                           
9
 However, it is worth noting that the so-called disturbed third cycle is present in its present form in the 

Targum fragments discovered at Qumran, indicating that the current composition is as old as the 2c. 
10

 D. J. A.  Clines, ―The Arguments of Job‘s Three Friends”, in Art and Meaning: Rhetoric in Biblical Literature 
(eds., D. J. A. Clines, D. M. Gunn, and A. Hauser; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1982), 199-214 (208). Clines only 
canvasses one proposal about the disturbance of the text and notes that there are other suggestions.  A 
convenient list of 24 different reconstructions is given in N. H. Snaith, The Book of Job (London: SCM Press, 
1968), Appendix 1. 
11

 F. I. Andersen, Job (Tyndale; Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1976), 214-19. 
12

 This two-cycle approach to Job is supported by D. Wolfers, Deep Things out of Darkness (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1995), 225-255 and his The Speech-Cycles in the Book of Job VT 43 (1993): 385-402. 



Wolfers’ conclusion is that “it is impossible to construct from any extant material a Third Cycle which 

is thematically consistent in the way that the first and second cycles are”.13 

 

We see nothing convincing in the reconstructions of scholars for three cycles, and there is value in 

providing a final form reading.14 

 

 There is a poem about Wisdom in the middle of the book (Job 28), which is placed into the 

mouth of Job. Its character has led scholars to observe that it is out of keeping with the 

tenor of Job‘s remarks; it is often interpreted as an interpolation by the author or a later 

hand. We regard it is a partial digression spoken by Job, whom the author states “continues” 

his parable in Job 29:1. 

 

 Elihu’s  speeches are the subject of dispute. Scholars observe that he is not mentioned in the 

prologue or epilogue, and that Job does not reply to him. Some scholars argue that he is a 

later addition to the book, e.g. E. H. Dhorme.15 We follow R. Gordis16 and others and treat 

Elihu as integral to the book‘s design. 

 

 Another area of dispute is how the narrative envelope and the dialogue relate to each other. 

Reading the dialogue without the scene setting of the prologue engenders the impression 

that Job‘s situation is much worse; there are social, military and political aspects to his 

circumstances as well as his physical affliction. The Hebrew of the prologue is different to 

that of the dialogue. The consensus of scholarship is that the prologue reflects an ancient 

folklore, which has been adapted to exist with the poem. 

 

Nevertheless, the narrative envelope and the dialogues are linked in such a way that indicates that 

the book was intended to be read as a unity. We do not need to split the two types of material and 

assign different authors and a different purpose. They are linked by the way the action flows into the 

dialogues. Thus the friends come and comfort Job; when they finish speaking, Elihu is introduced;  
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 Deep Things, 254-255 
14

 For example, see the introduction to Job in B. S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture 
(London: SCM Press, 1979), 542. 
15

 E. Dhorme,  Job  (trans.  H. Knight; London: Nelson, 1967),  cv. One argument is that the presence of Aramaic 
words is proportionately greater in Elihu‘s speeches suggesting greater influence of that language. Aramaic 
was rapidly becoming the  lingua  franca  throughout the eighth century, and so the different quantity of 
Aramaisms in Elihu‘s speeches could suggest a later addition by the original author; and it is also likely the 
reason for the Aramaisms is to be found in the distinctive nature of Elihu‘s argument. 
16

 R. Gordis,  The Book of God and Man: A Study of Job  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 106-109. 



God comes and gives Job an answer,  and on the basis of this answer instructs Job to sacrifice for his 

friends at the close of the book.  In addition, there are multiple intertextual links between all the 

speeches which lend cohesion to the book.17 

 

Thus, we  treat the  book as a literary unit. This takes the book “as is” and places issues of 

composition to one side.18 

 

We assume that the prologue/epilogue, the “wisdom poem” of Job 28, the currently assigned 

speeches of Job and the friends, God‘s speeches, and Elihu’s speeches, are all an integral part of the 

book for the purposes of our analysis. Our view is that the book has an identifiable author of both 

the narrative sections and the poetic dialogues, including those of Elihu. 

 

Nothing in scholarship invalidates such a reading, but to defend its unity would require a different 

sort of commentary to those currently available. Thus, while it may be true to observe that there is a 

difference in style and language in the Hebrew of Elihu‘s speeches compared to those of the three  

friends, (there are more Aramaisms), or in the Wisdom Poem of Job 28, or in God‘s speeches, such 

differences do not have to imply different authors of these parts; it could be that an author worked 

on the book at different times in his life, in different locales, or chose different styles and a different 

vocabulary for the different voices. If we can present a successful reading of the whole book, then 

this is an argument for the integral unity of the book. 

 

C. A.  Newsom offers a recent discussion of the question of composition, unity, and genre in  The 

Book of Job: A Contest of Moral Imaginations.19 She argues that those who assert the unity of the 

book have trouble offering a convincing explanation of the genre of the book, given the disparity 

between the prologue/epilogue and the dialogue. Our solution to this challenge is to say that the 

unity of the prologue/epilogue with the dialogue is achieved by there being a parabolic level of 

meaning in the prologue, which coheres with the political/military concerns of the dialogue. The 
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 The clearest advocate of this position is that of N. C. Habel, The Book of Job (OTL; Philadelphia: Westminster 
Press, 1985), 25-29 
18

 Scholars disagree on the plausibility of amendments to the text. For a sceptical review see Gordis, The Book 
of God, 17-18. Others who defend the unity of the book and a single “author” include the heavyweight 
commentary by Dhorme, Job, lxxxv, and the popular commentary by Anderson, Job, 41-55 
19

 C. A. Newsom, The Book of Job: A Contest of Moral Imaginations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), ch. 
1. Newsom says that, ―the multigeneric nature of the book of Job does not lend itself readily to… [a]focus on 
unity”, 8. However, our counter-argument is that the elements in the prologue/epilogue direct the reader to a 
different level of meaning. It is not that the book of Job is multigeneric; rather it is multi-levelled in its 
meaning. 



genre of Job is therefore unique;20  but for want of a definition, we would propose that it is a work of 

the prophetic imagination. It is a dramatized lament with associated consolation; it is a disputation 

about the causes, the progress, and the resolution of the political and military situation of “Job”. It is 

a work of “providential wisdom”—the wisdom of God‘s dealings with his covenant people and the 

“ideal” righteous Davidic king.21 

 

Scholarship is motivated by five factors when it argues for a complex history of composition  of Job  

involving, first, an oral folktale, then an original author of a shortened version of the book and, 

finally, later editors.22 

 

 

1) Scholars do not see how the MT makes sense; they do not see how certain verses are consistent 

or coherent with surrounding material, and so they propose amendments to the text, reassign 

verses to different speakers, or re-order material. Such “errors” are assigned to editors and the 

vagaries of transmission. 

 

2) Scholars perceive that the poetic structures of some verses are not “right”(according to some 

poetic theory) and so they suggest that the text has been corrupted or intentionally changed, and 

they propose corrective amendments to the text. Their amendments hypothesize about editorial 

activity, and in effect they put forward new versions of the poem of Job to that recorded in the MT.  

 

3) Scholars do not understand the poetic figures. It is often the case that the author of Job puts 

together words, each of which has a conventional meaning outside Job, but when put together 

produce an apparently very odd figure; commentators often amend the Hebrew or ignore the 
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 It is beyond the scope of  our study to discuss genre from a theoretical viewpoint; for a discussion see for 
example, M. Pope,  Job: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary  (AB; Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday, 1965), xxx-xxxi; Habel,  Job, 42-46; J. E. Hartley,  The Book  of Job  (NICOT; Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Eerdmans, 1988), 37-50; G. W. Parsons, “The Structure and Purpose of the Book of Job” in Sitting with Job (ed., 
R. B. Zuck; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992), 17-34; and C. Westermann, “The Literary Genre of the Book of Job”  in  
Sitting with Job  (ed., R. B. Zuck; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992), 51-64. Job illustrates aspects of lament, the legal 
lawsuit, and dialogic treatise. Pope asserts that it is “…sui generis and no single term or combination of terms 
is adequate to describe it”, xxxi. 
21

 This definition of genre pertains to the content of the book rather than literary form. The themes in Job 
include a consideration of suffering, the relevance of innocence and guilt, the doctrine of divine retribution, 
the justice of God, as well as the nature of man and the creative power of God. Scholars discuss these themes 
and variously favour one or other in defining the genre of Job. Our reading of Job would set a military/political 
context for these themes. The book of Job is not an abstract discussion of these themes and therefore a 
discussion of the “wisdom” of God‘s general dealings with mankind. The military/political echoes with the 
Prophets prevent a “Wisdom” classification of Job. 
22

 This is the current consensus. The more complex the history the less valuable is the notion of an “original 
author”; see the discussion of Dhorme, Job, lxxii-lxxxv 



pattern of usage outside Job and propose a unique sense for a constituent word in Job; they often 

rely on comparative philology for these proposals. 

 

4) Fourthly, because of difficulty in comprehending the sense of the MT, scholars argue that text 

makes better sense if it is adjusted in respect of the separation of words, vocalization, obvious 

omissions, and scribal errors.23 

 

5) Finally, scholars propose amendments to the text that are consistent with their overall reading of 

the book. Thus deletions and alterations may be proposed that make a speech represent 

preconceived ideas about what a speaker should be saying if he is to be a consistent character; or 

such changes may be proposed in order to fit a theory about the development of a theme. 

 

In respect of these amendments, Pope notes that “the Masoretic Hebrew remains our primary 

source for the Book of Job, even though in many places the text is corrupt or obscure and has to be 

emended in order to yield any acceptable sense”.24 But he warns, “…the text has certainly been 

tampered with before and has suffered greatly in transmission. It would, however, be extremely 

naïve for anyone to place too much confidence in any of the ingenious and learned textual 

restorations and emendations contained in the commentaries and the extensive periodical literature 

on Job”.25 

 

The assessment of claims that the text of Job is corrupt depends on how the book is read and a view 

of its genre.  Our argument is that if the book is read in connection with the Prophets and in a 

political and military setting, then the poetic forms of the existing text can be read as part of a 

complete design in which the problem of innocent suffering is discussed in relation to the suffering 

of the ideal Davidic king of the covenant people. 
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 For a discussion of this type of correction see Dhorme,  Job, cxcii-cxcvi. Dhorme‘s remark is that such errors 
“are not really frequent”, cxcvi. 
24

 Job, xlvii. 
25

 Job, l. 


