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12 Job 37-39 

37:1- 24 The Jerome Commentary summarizes the chapter by saying, “Elihu 

resumes his address to Job. This section seems to be expressly formulated so as to 

lead up to the speech of Yahweh that is to follow. Elihu describes an increase in 

darkness but also a splendor coming “from the north,” traditional source of the 

theophany (Is 14:13; Ez 1:4).15-16. The questions anticipate the style of the 

following speech.17-18. Perhaps, in sequence to the preceding hymn, this 

reference is to the dry season following the rainy one. Verses 22-23 are the 

description of God’s advent; both power and justice are emphasized.24b. In the 

MT - Masoretic Text (of the Hebrew Bible) “He does not see all the wise of heart.” 

The CCD (Confraternity of Christian Doctrine translation of the Bible) correction 

is possible, but the following is perhaps better: “to him reverence is given by all 

the wise of heart,” a conclusion similar to 36:25. 

With these words, Elihu disappears from the book as abruptly as he appeared. 

The critic has had his say and has felt no need to introduce his spokesman also into 

prologue or epilogue.”1 

37:1-5. In the Bible, storms and the thunder and lightning that often accompany 

them are a symbol of a theophany (cf. Ex 19:16–25), and particularly, a sign of 

God’s wrath (cf. Ps 18:13–15). Elihu emphasizes the more dramatic phenomena 

(thunder, lightning) to extol the power and wisdom of God: “The voice of God (cf. 

37:2) not only teaches the doctrine to which all men should attend; it also reveals 

the perfection of all the works of nature that were made at the command of divine 

wisdom” (St Thomas, Expositio super Iob, 37, 2). 

37:6–13. The wisdom and power of God are also reflected in other atmospheric 

phenomena—snow, ice, clouds. Man and animals can see it when they are forced 

to take refuge in their houses or lairs. Elihu makes the point that in the last analysis 

                                           
1 Brown, R. E., Fitzmyer, J. A., & Murphy, R. E. (1996). The Jerome Biblical 

commentary (Vol. 1, p. 530). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 
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all these things derive from the justice of God, rewarding the good and chastising 

sinners (v. 13). 

37:14–24. At the end of his speeches Job called on God to intervene and judge in 

his favor (cf. 31:35), but Elihu thinks that that is unacceptable and he advises Job 

instead to consider the wondrous works of God (v. 14) and to be ruled by fear of 

God (v. 24). 

Many of the ideas included here agree with things in the Lord’s own speech (cf. 

38:5–11), but they have no effect at this point, because they are spoken in a tone of 

bitterness and recrimination. St Thomas points out that Elihu is right in what he 

says but mistaken in his view “of Job’s character, because he believed that Job’s 

suffering was a punishment for some hidden sin, and that the innocence that he 

appeared to have was something feigned” (Expositio super Iob, 37, 24). 2 

 

38:1-41. The JBC summarizes as follows, “This first part of the speech deals with 

(what we call) “inanimate” nature—lively enough to the poet. The division, 

roughly, is by past, present, and future, relative to Job. Does he know the history, 

how it all started? Was he present at creation? Does he now know “where to find 

everything” (i.e., all the distant corners of the universe and what they contain)? 

Does he know the procedure? Could he, from now on, run things, give the 

necessary orders? 

(a) “WHO IS THIS?” (38:2-3). The tremendous interrogatory begins with this 

pointed reminder. Who and what, after all, is Job? Another God, rival to Yahweh? 

2a. All he has done is to “darken counsel.” The last word, ‘ēṣāh, means the sum 

total of God’s plans and works.3b. Job had rashly invited this, in 13:22a.  

(b) WAS JOB PRESENT AT CREATION? (38:4-7, 8- 11, 12-15). The origins of earth, 

sea, and light are described in succession (cf. the reverse order in Gn. 1:3-10). The 

earth is pictured as a building: An architect planned it (5a), a surveyor mapped out 

                                           
2 Adams, M. (Trans.). (2004). Wisdom Books (pp. 135–144). Dublin; New York: 

Four Courts Press; Scepter Publishing. 
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the site (5b), foundations, were laid (6a), then the cornerstone (6b), to the 

accompaniment of songs and shouts of rejoicing (7). Cf. the ceremonies described 

in Ezr 3:10-13. The sea on the, other hand—that tumultuous and threatening 

element—is pictured at first as a baby, which needed and received Yahweh’s 

tender care.13-14. The imagery is obscure to us. Perhaps v. 14 indicates first the 

gray outlines of things seen before dawn, then their full color when the sun rises. 

(c) DOES JOB KNOW HIS WAY ABOUT THE COSMOS? (38:16-18, 19-21, 22-24). It is 

all familiar to Yahweh: the abyss, leading to the underworld (17); the “places” 

where light and darkness are kept when they are “not in use” (light during the 

night, darkness during the day!); the treasuries from which he produces snow, hail, 

and winds. 

(d) WOULD JOB KNOW HOW TO OPERATE IT? (38:25-27, 28-30, 31-33). For all of 

this, Yahweh has his own supreme “counsel,” and it is not exclusively for men’s 

benefit (27-27).31-32. Stars and constellations were regarded as having an effect 

on the weather, which explains their position here. 

(e) HAS JOB THE NEEDED AUTHORITY AND POWER? (38:34-38). Even if he gave the 

right orders, would they be carried out?” (Ibid. JBC p. 531) 

 

38:1–42:6. The theophany (a manifestation or appearance of God or a god to a 

person. from Greek theophaneia, from theos "god" + phainein "to show) and the 

Lord’s discourse that follow it form the climax of the book: after each of the 

friends and the impertinent Elihu have opined on Job’s attitude and on the meaning 

of suffering, and after Job himself has repeatedly called on God to pronounce 

judgment, God’s intervention gives a perfect finish to the whole debate. The Lord 

upbraids the friends for rejecting the very idea that he would appear in person to 

reply to Job, and he commends Job for his desire to meet with Him. 

The content of the Lord’s speeches are along the lines of the previous ones as 

regards created beings reflecting the power and wisdom of their Maker; but the 

tone is very different. The Lord does not take issue with Job’s views or lament his 

misfortune, or even respond directly to Job’s demand that his innocence be 

recognized; what he wants him to do is to watch a film documentary, as it were, 
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recording the wonders of creation; to discover the beauty and endowments of 

created beings; and to acknowledge, in all simplicity, the sovereignty and wisdom 

of the Creator. 

From a literary point of view, the Lord’s discourses contain typical descriptions 

of all kinds of creatures, such as the ostrich (39:13–18), the warhorse (39:19–25), 

and Behemoth and Leviathan (40:15–41:26). These animals are depicted so 

expertly, with a mixture of realism and fantasy, that we don’t know whether they 

belong to the world of reality or that of mythology. But they are all creatures of the 

Lord. 

The theophany consists of two lengthy speeches by God (38:4–39:30; 40:15–

41:26), each preceded by an appeal to Job (38:1–3; 40:6–14) and each followed by 

a grateful and humble response from Job (40:3–5; 42:1–6). (Ibid. Wisdom Books) 

38:1–39:30. The Lord’s first speech is very rich in language and very skillfully 

constructed, but the message is quite simple: God is present in places where Job or 

no one else has ever been; he has acted and does act where no human being ever 

could or can: he arranges things most wisely and takes the greatest care of created 

beings (stars, birds, animals) far beyond man’s reach. In other words, God is 

infinitely more powerful than Job; yet here he is, inviting him to engage in 

conversation and join him in contemplating the wonders of the cosmos and of the 

animal world. 

This speech cannot be described as a class in Creation Theology; and in fact in 

few places does it overlap with creation accounts in Genesis or in the book of 

Wisdom; it is rather, a sapiential description of the entire universe and of the way 

created beings operate; no account is taken of secondary causes or of the 

usefulness these beings may have for man. 

The speech consists of an introduction (38:1–3) and two lengthy sections. The 

first of these focuses on the inanimate world (38:4–38), and the second on the 

animal world (38:39–39:30). The first has a certain logical order to it, ranging out 

from the better known to the more remote phenomena—earth, sea, light, the ends 

of the earth, and the abyss, the elements, stars … But the animal section seems to 
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have no particular order to it; instead, the writer uses devices found in wisdom 

literature: his list of animals runs to ten (ten being a number symbolizing 

completeness)—lion, raven, goat, deer, wild ass, wild ox, ostrich, horse, lark, 

eagle; by choosing undomesticated animals, he accentuates the power of God. 

38:1–3. The introduction to these speeches provides keys to their meaning. It uses 

the proper name of the God of Israel, the Lord (Yhwh), as does the prologue (2:1–

7) and epilogue (42:7–17) of the book itself, whereas in the preceding debate, as 

we have seen, the generic Greek name appears (’El, Eloah, Elohim, Shaddai). This 

serves to underline that genuine wisdom belongs to the God of Israel, and he 

communicates it to his people. The text keeps repeating that it is God who is 

speaking: “And the Lord said …”, “the Lord answered.” The theophany “out of the 

whirlwind” would alone have made this plain; it was a whirlwind that took Elijah 

up to heaven (2 Kings 2:1, 11) and it figures in the eschatological appearances of 

the Lord (cf. Ezek 1:1–3; 15; Zech 9:14); even if God had made himself silently 

present, Job would have had his desire fulfilled: he would have met the Lord. But 

by responding to Job with words, God is bestowing on him the same sign of favor 

as he gave to the patriarchs and to Moses, with whom he spoke face to face. In this 

way the sacred writer shows how very worthy a person Job is. 

“Who is this that darkens counsel” (v. 2): the Hebrew word translated as 

“counsel” (‘esah) means God’s plan, his purposes, which stay unchanged for all 

eternity (cf. Is 25:1) and are irrevocable (Is 14:24, 26). What the word primarily 

means here is governance of the universe, that is, divine providence: “Since human 

reason on its own cannot comprehend the truth of divine providence, the argument 

between Job and his friends needed to be resolved by divine authority […]. So the 

Lord, as arbitrator of the dispute, criticizes the friends whose words do not judge 

Job fairly, and Elihu for his mistaken assumptions” (St Thomas Aquinas, Expositio 

super Iob, 38, 2). But, given that in the Old Testament this word is always 

connected with divine intervention in the lives of nations and individuals (Jer 

32:19), here it also applies to God’s part in making Job’s life so miserable. Job has 

raised objections to this. The Lord himself now invites him to view this counsel, 
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these “plans”, from the point of view of God, not man. Man’s perspective is 

narrow and blurred. 

“I will question you, and you shall declare to me” (v. 3). In keeping with the 

tone of irony that surfaces elsewhere in the speech (38:4, 18, 21), the Lord grants 

Job the status of interlocutor and implies that he is capable of answering all the 

great questions and of supplying the sort of sapiential argument he will use in his 

speech. At no point does God try to humiliate Job; he is simply encouraging him to 

accept with a good grace the teaching he is going to offer him. 

38:4–15. The description of the earth (vv. 4–7), the sea (vv. 8–11) and the sunlight 

(vv. 12–15) contains a lot of symbolism. For example, the earth is depicted as an 

impressive building which the stars find awesome. St Gregory the Great does well 

to apply this description to the Church, God’s beloved, built on the foundation of 

the apostles and with Christ as its cornerstone; earth and Church are a source of 

amazement to the angels (cf. Moralia in Iob, 6:28, 5–7, 14–35). 

The ocean, which was full of bluster in the high seas, becomes all mild when it 

reaches the shore, just as a restless baby becomes quiet when it is held and clothed. 

“The gates of the Holy Church”, St Gregory explains, “may be battered by the 

waves of persecution, but they cannot be destroyed; the wave of persecution may 

rock the gates from without, but it cannot break through to the heart of the Church” 

(Moralia in Iob, 6, 28, 18, 38). 

The light of dawn dispels the darkness (vv. 12–13), which is an accomplice of 

evildoers, as Job previously acknowledged (cf. 24:13–17): “Evildoers love the dark 

of night, and flee in despair at the dawning of the day. For this reason he adds: And 

you shook out the wicked, that is, you forced them to flee into hiding when the light 

of day stripped away their cover of darkness” (Fray Luis de León, Expositio libri 

Iob, 38, 13). 

38:16–38. The elements mentioned in this section were things that ancient man 

found difficult to fathom, so much so that they were often mythologized. First 

come earthly phenomena—sea, the deeps, death, light-and-darkness (vv. 16–21); 

then weather phenomena—snow, hail, ice, floods, lightning; and finally the 
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constellations and heavenly bodies (vv. 31–38). But God knows them to perfection 

and controls them. In other words, all these things manifest his omnipotence; he 

has created them with wisdom and love (cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, 

268). 

The lesson is clear. We should believe in the sovereignty of God and in his 

kindly providence, even though we cannot fully grasp that human suffering and 

evil in general fit into the divine plan: “We firmly believe that God is master of the 

world and of its history. But the ways of his providence are often unknown to us. 

Only at the end, when our partial knowledge ceases, when we see God’s face to 

face’ (1 Cor 13:12) will we fully know the ways by which—even through the 

dramas of evil and sin—God has guided his creation to that definitive sabbath rest 

(cf. Gen 2:2) for which he created heaven and earth” (CCC, 314). (Ibid.) 

 

38:39–39:30. “A series of brilliant pictures from the animal world have the same 

purpose as those given in the preceding section, i.e., they reveal the wisdom and 

power of God. Ten animals are mentioned, six beasts and four birds. They include 

the ferocious, the helpless, the shy, the strong, the bizarre, and the wild. The 

questions concerning these animals are grouped in twos. The list begins with the 

king of the beasts and concludes with the king of the birds.”3 

The “Wisdom Books” commentary adds, “Previously we were shown that the 

elements of nature do not exist for the sake of man alone (for his benefit or 

punishment); they are simply another part of the wonderful tapestry of creation. 

The wild animals (with their specific habits), which are now described, also live 

independently of human beings. Man has no particular need of them. Some of 

them, in fact, are predators and may even attack human beings—lions, crows, birds 

of prey [hawk & eagle] (38:39–41; 39:26–30); others like the deer, mountain goats, 

the wild ox and wild ass, free as the wind, make their domesticated equivalents 

                                           
3 Smith, J. E. (1996). The wisdom literature and Psalms (Job 38:34–38). Joplin, 

MO: College Press Pub. Co. 
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look ridiculous (39:1–12); others still, like the ostrich (39:13–18) and the horse 

(39:19–25), may be scorned or admired, but none of their qualities or deficiencies 

owes anything to man. 

The description of the warhorse (39:19–25) merits re-reading; it is not only a 

fine piece of writing; from it we can learn about values appreciated in the cultural 

world of the author—the strength and beauty of the animal (v. 19), its fearlessness 

and majesty (vv. 20–23). Job must realize that man has had no input into the 

creation of this animal, and cannot even master its qualities...” (Ibid.) 
 


