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13 Job 40-42 

40:1–5. The Lord’s speech is interrupted at this point by a short but significant exchange 

between God and Job. The style of sapiential dispute is employed again, and the author 

uses this literary device to retain the reader’s attention at this decisive moment in the 

encounter between God and Job. 

Reminder: What is a ‘sapiential dispute’ style? “This literary style features an adaptation 

of the Hebrew hymnic form, such as we ... (find in the Psalms) in an effort to highlight 

one or more basic wisdom (sapiential) themes or teachings. (For example, one common 

theme is the supreme excellence but relative inaccessibility of divinely revealed 

understanding – as distinct from all types of human perception and understanding…It is 

manifested as a series of speeches between)... the key characters, Job and his “friends,” in 

a long dispute, or argument. “Scripture Frames & Framing”  P 316. African Sun MeDIA, 

2008” Maybe kind of a, ‘Watch out, something really important is coming shortly’. The 

change in style being a sharp attention getter 

40:3-5. Job had insisted that the explanation of his problem must be sought in God, not in 

himself (cf. 19:28). Now his attention has been forcibly transferred to God, and his 

complete incapacity to understand God’s ways has been demonstrated. What can he do 

but acknowledge the mystery, and the vanity of his efforts? But, at least, the presence of 

God from which he had prayed to escape, a presence manifested only by successive 

blows of calamity and suffering, has changed to a speaking presence, in which Job knows 

God as addressing him personally and concerned with him as his servant.1 

40:6–41:26. The Lord radically changes the whole approach to the problem of the 

suffering of the innocent. Many thinkers nowadays adopt the same kind of position as Job 

did. Sometimes God is condemned (v. 8) because his treatment of the innocent seems 

unjustified. But in this speech we are told that God, in his justice and prudence, takes the 

whole context of creation into account and not just certain individuals; and that suffering, 

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

commentary (Vol. 1, p. 532). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 
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too, enters into his plans, just as do fantastical beings, Behemoth and Leviathan, which 

are symbols of evil. 

40:6–14. With an irony that stresses the absurdity of it, the Lord invites Job to stand in 

God’s own shoes (vv. 10–13) and dispense the vindictive justice that Job is proposing—

humbling, toppling and crushing those whom he considers evildoers. Once he did that, 

the Lord would praise him for his success (v. 14), but creation would be devastated. The 

teaching is inescapable: we don’t praise God because his ways of administering justice 

are like ours; we praise him for his wisdom and magnanimity. Thus, we are told in the 

Gospel that God makes the sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just 

and on the unjust (cf. Mt 5:45). God is the Master; he does not seek to destroy but to 

preserve even beings like Behemoth and Leviathan, which might seem harmful and 

fearsome to man, but which in fact embellish creation and give evidence of the immense 

power of God. Similarly, human suffering has its place in God’s plans for man in the 

overall context of creation, even though man may not see the sense of it. He has to accept 

suffering because in the last analysis it, too, comes from God. 

40:15–24. Behemoth, like Leviathan (described further on) is depicted as an enormous 

animal which strikes terror into human beings, such is its mammoth size, brute strength 

and voracity. Etymologically the name is the plural of a word meaning a tame animal, but 

there is nothing tame about Behemoth. Following the interpretation given by the ancients, 

St Thomas identified it with an elephant and then went on to describe its traits in line 

with the text. More recent commentators are inclined to see it as a sort of monstrous 

hippopotamus. Basically, what the sacred writer has in mind is a wild beast of the earth, 

as against Leviathan, a creature of the seas. 

The exaggerated features of Behemoth are designed to underline the extraordinary 

power of the Lord, for Behemoth too has God as his Maker (cf. vv. 15, 19). An 

allegorical reading has interpreted Behemoth as a symbol of the devil: “Here, the book 

begins to give a description of the evil of the devil […] and it does so through the use of 

images of extraordinary and monstrous animals. Because the elephant stands out among 

all the animals of the earth on account of its size and strength, the Lord uses the elephant 

as an image of the devil” (St Thomas Aquinas, Expositio super Iob, 40, 15). 
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41:1–34. According to the ancients, Leviathan was a sea monster, a sort of serpent or 

dragon (cf. the note on 3:8): “After describing the devil through the image of the 

elephant, the largest of the animals on the earth, the Lord gives another description using 

the figure of Leviathan, a type of whale, the largest of the animals in the sea […]. St 

Isidore concludes that Leviathan is a whale because it sends water shooting up from the 

surface of the water farther than any other animal” (St Thomas Aquinas, Expositio super 

Iob, 40, 25). Modern commentators tend to see this as a description of the crocodile, 

though they are aware that elsewhere in the Bible Leviathan personifies the primeval 

monster that opposed God’s plan (3:8; Ps 74:14; 104:26; Is 27:1). 

The first section (41:1–8) uses a series of rhetorical questions to show that Leviathan 

is an animal that man cannot master; the second (41:9–34) is a detailed description of the 

beast. The entire passage is designed to show that powerful animals exist which may 

even be a threat to man, but that that is no reason to destroy them, for they have their own 

role to play in the harmony of creation. 

41:9–11. The Hebrew text in its present form makes little sense, and the Greek is not of 

much help. Commentators, modern as well as ancient, do not agree in their 

interpretations. Applying some guess-work to the Hebrew, it may mean that man has no 

chance of capturing Leviathan, for the beast destroys anyone who gets in his way. He is 

painted as being ferociously violent, a mythical sea-beast; even so God has a place for 

him in his plan of creation. 

42:1–6. The last verses of the poetical section of the book are given to Job to speak. In 

them he answers two challenges raised by the Lord. To the first (v. 3) Job replies by 

confessing that he did speak without knowing all the facts, that is, without appreciating 

the harmony with which creation is imbued, the awesome fact that even seemingly 

useless and destructive things have their part to play. This is a sort of “sapiential” 

response. To God’s second appeal (v. 4), Job’s reply is full of faith: he acknowledges that 

God has manifested himself in person: now he has seen him with his eyes (v. 5), as 

Moses and the prophets saw him, Job feels consoled, and he is moved to repentance now 

that he has actually met God. This meeting, more than the words he has heard, is what 

brings about his conversion: “It is one thing to hear your voice and another to see you 
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before our eyes; for just as all things are made clear in the light of the sun, and darkness 

and every trace of shadow is banished, so the sight of your resplendent face, when it 

dawns over the soul, dissipates all ignorance and error. When I see you before me, I 

berate and reprove myself, and I suffer bitter pain for ever having offended you” (Fray 

Luis de León, Expositio libri Iob, 42, 6). 

42:7–17. The prose epilogue describes Job’s remarkable rehabilitation. He is indeed 

appreciated as a wise man, for he spoke rightly, and as a good person, who will 

successfully intercede on behalf of his opponents. This passage, almost certainly, must 

(like the prologue) have been part of the original text; prologue and epilogue are closely 

interconnected and have literary features in common. Some commentators have 

suggested that this happy ending does not fit in well with the message in the book, 

because it seems to confirm the idea that good people enjoy success and wrongdoers do 

not. But that is not really the point. The epilogue displays the mercy of God who, as 

supreme judge, desires that all should be saved; Job, in his case, has found salvation 

through suffering. 

A number of small details help us to see why the book is given this ending: it contains 

no mention of Satan, perhaps because his presence was irrelevant to the question posed in 

the book. Eliphaz and his friends, who thought that they were speaking on God’s side, 

now have to admit they were wrong: they have not “spoken what is right” (vv. 7–8); they 

must turn to the Lord; that is the only way to discover the truth. Finally, Job is comforted 

and accepted by all his relatives and friends (vv. 10–11), and is blessed by God with 

children, wealth and a long life (vv. 12–17). So, God does not conform to the way human 

beings see things; they, rather, must respect what he does and conform to his wishes. 

 

42:7-10 The Jerome Commentary offers this about how the 3 friends are dealt with: 

“Without further mention of the storm, Yahweh is presented as speaking to Eliphaz, as he 

did to Job; but (in spite of repetitions) the speech is a brief one. It declares God’s anger 

against the three, to appease which they must offer a holocaust in Job’s presence, with 

Job uttering prayers for them. (The holocaust appears to be the same as Job had formerly 

offered weekly for his seven sons, 1:5, and the implication may be that the friends’ 
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speeches amounted to blasphemy.) They comply, and Job’s intercession is effective. This 

apparently artless narrative has the following important implications: 

(1) It establishes—what the speech to Job himself had completely passed over—the 

truth of Job’s vehement affirmations against the friends, during the dialogue: He is the 

perfect and blameless man, and his prayers are acceptable to God. Their doctrine, the 

conclusions they drew, and their accusations against him were false; their bigotry and 

uncharity (by which they thought they were defending God and his justice) were culpable 

and have provoked God’s anger. Job’s warning in 13:7ff. is verified. 

(2) Yahweh treats them with mercy and indulgence; his forgiveness is easily 

obtained-but by means of the man whom they had condemned as obstinately wicked. 

Four times (7b-8) he contrasts them with “my servant Job” (cf. 1:8; 2:3). If the question 

of justice is still to be raised, they must admit, by their humble request, that Job is more 

just than they. This gentle, ironical, decisive turning of the tables fits with the author’s 

taste for irony; he prepared for it in the dialogue by letting the friends condemn 

themselves in advance (e.g., Bildad in 8:20-22). 

(3) If the friends must humble themselves, Job also must forgive them. They have 

added immeasurably to his suffering; nevertheless, he must be reconciled to them and 

become their “redeemer,” acting out what he had claimed in 31:29. Verse 10a carefully 

stresses this concept: Yahweh restored Job’s fortunes “when he interceded for his 

neighbor” (MT - Masoretic Text has singular). 

(4) There is here an approach to the idea of vicarious atonement, developed further in 

the fourth Servant Song (Is 52:13-53:12). If Job is such an effective intercessor, it is 

partly because of the sufferings he has borne. Even while the friends were abusing him, 

he was actually being “qualified” to obtain for them the forgiveness they would need. 

(Ibid. JBC p. 533.)” [Note. Vicarious – Definition: performed or suffered by one person 

as a substitute for another or to the benefit or advantage of another :  substitutionary a 

vicarious sacrifice.] 

42:11. “A piece of money”, in Hebrew qesitah, would have been a piece of considerable 

value, used to settle important accounts (cf. Gen 33:19; Josh 24:32). The fact that it was 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/substitutionary
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given, along with a gold ring, shows that the family was well-off and, moreover, that Job 

was restored to his rightful place within it. 

42:12–17. God’s blessing on Job brings with it many children and much wealth. It is 

interesting to see the importance given to his daughters: they enjoy the same inheritance 

as their brothers, they are the fairest in all the land (as their names imply). Jemima 

(Jamama), according to Arabic etymology means Dove; Keziah/Cassia is the name of a 

tree (which must be the acacia, which was considered in that region to be very beautiful); 

and Kerena-happuch or “Horn of Antimony” referred to a container for very expensive 

perfume. 

As we have pointed out a number of times, the Fathers see Job as prefiguring Jesus; 

this applies also to the restoration of his fortunes: “Job recovered both his health and his 

wealth. In the same way, the Lord, through his resurrection, brings not only good health 

to those who believe in him, but immortality; and he restores the whole kingdom of 

nature, as he himself assured us when he said: Everything has been given to me by my 

Father. New children are born of Job to replace those who died. Similarly, the holy 

apostles are sons of the Lord in the same line as were the prophets of old. Job is filled 

with happiness and in the end rests in peace. And the Lord is blessed forever, as he was in 

the beginning, is now, and ever shall be” (St Zeno of Verona, Tractatus, 1, 15). 

42:17. “Then Job died, old and full of years.” This is the same wording as is used in 

the accounts of the lives of the patriarchs (Gen 25:8; 35:29). The Fathers of the Church 

usually interpreted these words in a broad sense, as a sort of resume of the good things 

enjoyed by the blessed in heaven. In line with this, St Thomas writes: “By ‘fullness of 

days’ is meant not only the possession of many material goods but also an abundance of 

spiritual graces, by whose power Job entered into the glory that lasts forever” (Expositio 

super Iob, 42, 17).2  

 

                                           
2 Adams, M. (Trans.). (2004). Wisdom Books (pp. 146–155). Dublin; New York: Four 

Courts Press; Scepter Publishing. 
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A Summary from the Catholic Bible Dictionary: Finally, the Lord himself appears and 

answers Job. He speaks out of a whirlwind (chaps. 38–42), overwhelming Job with a series 

of rhetorical questions that demonstrate the infinite gulf that exists between God and his 

creatures. Humbled by the experience, Job acknowledges his error in questioning God. But 

his demand has been fulfilled: the Almighty has answered him. 

God’s reply does not bring false comfort or easy answers. God’s overwhelming 

presence, his omnipotence, his wisdom, his glory, and his Providence are beyond all 

human understanding. Job submits not out of fear, but out of a new humility made 

possible only by the experience of God: “I have uttered what I did not understand, things 

too wonderful for me, which I did not know. ‘Hear, and I will speak; I will question you, 

and you declare to me.’ I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees 

you; therefore I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes” (42:3–6). The answer to the 

question and the mystery of human suffering, the book of Job declares, lies hidden in the 

mystery of God, who sends us trials and sufferings to prove our commitment and to bring 

us to the Lord on our knees. 

As Pope John Paul II declared in 1988: 

We can say that the ancient figure of Job, of this righteous man afflicted by terrible 

suffering which, humanly speaking, he does not deserve, represents a great 

question for man of all times. Man constantly asks about the reasons for suffering 

and seeks its meaning in the context of all earthly existence. His is a question 

addressed directly to God. The Gospel provides the answer. Christ is ever near to 

those who suffer; Christ, who in the end takes upon his shoulders the Cross, sign of 

disgrace, only to die upon it—he himself is the answer. In him God responds to the 

Job of the Old Testament and to all the Jobs down through the centuries and the 

generations. This answer is subtle, but at the same time powerful and definitive. 

(Homily, February 7, 1988)3  

                                           
3 Hahn, S. (Ed.). (2009). In Catholic Bible Dictionary (pp. 452–453). New York; London; 

Toronto; Sydney; Auckland: Doubleday. 
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