
Texts in Context

“The skies will uncover his iniquity”:
Zophar Tries to

Put Job in His Place1

JOHN C. HOLBERT

The book of Job has never been an easy nut to crack. Some speak of the “pa-
tience of Job” (which lasts all of two chapters!) or the “faith of Job” (which

would have to embrace such references to God as the enemy archer [6:4]; the di-
vine crusher [9:17], the divine oppressor [10:3], and the destroyer of blameless and
wicked alike [9:22]); but the answers to the question about just what this book is
about are far too numerous to count. As some rabbis have said, “Where two or
three are gathered together, there are four opinions.” Nothing could be a better
witness to that claim than the book of Job.

For the purposes of this brief article, I will assume that—if nothing else—Job
is about the struggle to explore radically the most basic theological question of all:
Just who is God? I will suggest that the response in chapter 20 of Job’s third friend,
Zophar, to Job’s astonishing speech of chapter 19 is one place where the battle for
free theological exploration is seen quite vividly.
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What will the preacher make of the book of Job? “Don’t be like the friends!”
would be good counsel, but not yet good preaching on this troublesome book. The
preacher is called to the more courageous task of proclaiming the God Job meets:
a God vast and strange and wondrous and mysterious, a God worthy of worship
and praise.

1Editor’s note: The title quote is from Job 20:27. Here, as elsewhere in the article, the author most often uses
his own translation or paraphrase of the Hebrew text.



THE STORY’S ARGUMENT

First, let us take a brief look at where we are in the story. We are at the end of
the second cycle of speeches between Job and his three friends. Though they have
supposedly come to “console and comfort” him (2:11), the friends have each spent
most of their time attacking him as the foulest of sinners. (As many have noted,
with friends like these, who needs enemies?) After all, Job is sitting on the garbage
dump of his city, dressed in filthy rags, scraping himself with a broken piece of pot-
tery—all that is left of his once vastly prosperous life. According to their quite sim-
ple belief, only sinners end up alone, diseased, and penniless like Job. Hence, all he
needs to do, they say again and again, is to confess the evil he has obviously done so
that God will come back to him, restoring his shattered life. But Job refuses, be-
cause he knows, as do we, that he has done nothing worthy of such assault and dev-
astation.

We, unlike the friends, have read the prologue to the book (chaps. 1–2).
Thus, we know that the truth is quite the opposite of what the friends claim it to be:
Job has lived an exemplary life, filled with financial success, imbued with enor-
mous public honor, and laced with moral and sacramental behaviors. As to why he
has ended up among the fish heads and watermelon rinds, Job cannot easily imag-
ine. But in fact, since he agrees with his friends that God is the author of all things,
he must conclude that God has it wrong this time. Job is the incorrect target of
God’s fury, and Job just wants to know why. His anger, frustration, and confusion
boil over in chapter 9 when he wishes there were “an umpire” (9:33) who could
make the unequal conflict between Job and God fairer, and that God would finally
answer Job’s questions concerning what is going on in the universe. The grammar
of that Hebrew verse is instructive: it could be read “there is no umpire,” but could
also be translated “would that there were an umpire.” Job appears to express a
longing and despair at the same time.

Then, at 16:19–21, Job ups the ante of his fears by announcing with clarity
and force that his “witness is in the sky,” and says that this witness will “maintain
the right of a mortal with God” in the same way that any person would do for a
“neighbor.” Though interpretations vary, this witness, in my reading, is not God,
but some third party who will act on Job’s behalf against God, a kind of heavenly
attorney who will argue Job’s case for fair treatment at the hands of God.

Then, in chapter 19, Job begins as he began in chap. 16 with sharp accusations
against his harsh treatment by his friends. He accuses them in verses 2–5 of humili-
ating him, making themselves important at his expense, and using his sad condi-
tion as an argument that he is indeed a sinner. Job is of course quite correct; that is
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precisely what the friends have been doing since Eliphaz first opened his mouth in
chapter 4. But then Job turns toward God, chiding God for walling up, stripping,
breaking down, uprooting, kindling wrath, and assaulting—powerful verbs and
images that describe the activity of God as nothing less than cruel and vicious
(19:8–12). As a result of God’s aggression, Job’s life is repulsive and pointless, char-
acterized by foul breath, loss of family, shocking physical appearance (19:13–20).
In wrenching words, Job turns to the heartless friends and pleads, “Have pity on
me, have pity on me, O you my friends!” (19:21). They are all he has, but pity has
been no part of their behavior toward Job up until now. But if they are at this point
even slightly inclined to cut Job some slack, Job’s rationale for his cry for pity must
have shocked them to their religious core. I demand pity, he says, “because the hand of
God has touched me!” One can almost hear them ready to shout, “You are right about
that, Job. God has touched you all right, because you are a sinner. You deserve no pity
from us; you deserve condemnation and we are more than ready to supply it!”

Convinced that he will get nothing from these friends, Job utters incredible
words, surely the most famous words in the book. Assuming that his doom is
sealed, that he will die at the hands of God, he paints a fantastic picture, building
on his earlier search for an umpire in chapter 9 and a witness in chapter 16. He
wants his words written down for posterity. He first thinks of a normal book, per-
haps a papyrus scroll. But then he imagines something more permanent, an in-
scription chiseled into the face of a rock and outlined with lead (19:23–24).2 In one
sense, Job has gotten his wish, of course: we are in fact reading his words!

Then he says, “Because I know that my redeemer (avenger, vindicator) is
alive, and that he, the last one, will stand upon the dust” (19:25). The King James
Version of this verse has been etched in our ears forever by Handel’s immortal
Messiah, as the soprano soloist begins the Easter portion of that great work by sing-
ing, “I know that my redeemer liveth, and that he shall stand at the latter day upon
the earth.” For Handel and his eighteenth-century librettist, the “redeemer” can be
no other than Jesus Christ, risen from the dead to stand again upon the earth. Even
the NRSV capitalizes the word “Redeemer,” making the assumption that the word
refers at least to God.

There are in fact no capital letters in classical Hebrew (or perhaps it could be
said that they are all capital letters). Reading the whole of chapter 19, I find it liter-
arily absurd to believe that Job is referring to God as his redeemer at 19:25, after he
has berated God from verse 6 through verse 20 in this same chapter! Surely, this
must be a third reference to a third party who will aid Job in his quest to argue his
case with God (as in chaps. 9 and 16). In fact, in the light of an extensive passage in
Num 35 concerning an “avenger of blood” (the same word used here by
Job—go’el), I might suggest that what Job wants now is some third figure to mur-
der God, thus relieving him of his agony. As monstrous as that may sound, that
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porary Iran at a place called Behistun. It was certainly inscribed well after the writing of Job, however.



reading takes seriously the drastic position Job finds himself in: he has been re-
jected by all his friends, his entire family has been destroyed, and God is apparently
attacking him unrelievedly for no reason he can discern. He has come to the end of
his rope!

ZOPHAR’S CONDEMNATION

However, if he imagines that Zophar will now suddenly become his advocate,
he is most sadly mistaken. To the contrary, this third friend, quite clearly horrified
by the blasphemies he thinks Job has just uttered, tries his best to eviscerate him.
He does so by specifically using words he has heard from Job and hurling them
back in Job’s face. This is an example of the old phrase, “being hoisted on one’s pe-
tard.” Zophar is a past master at the tactic.

More than a few commentators claim that Zophar’s speech here—just like
his earlier speech in chapter 11 and the speeches of his two friends—contains little
more than very general assaults against wicked people. But such a view is far too
simple and does not account for the tactic described above. Zophar has listened
carefully to Job’s speech in chapter 19, as well as his earlier speeches, and he re-
sponds carefully to them, using many of Job’s own words to do so.

Several examples will make the point. Before turning directly to Job, Zophar
appears to make a reference to Eliphaz’s first speech in chapter 4, where the pomp-
ous poet claimed he had had a “night vision (khezyon layelah)” (4:13). Zophar
shouts in 20:8 that all wicked people will “fly like a dream (khalom),” and will be
driven away like a “night vision (khezyon layelah)”—using against Job the same
terms for “dream” and “vision” employed by Job himself in 7:14. Zophar’s outcry
has the effect of attacking both Eliphaz and Job at the same time, since the former
had claimed in 4:15 that his great divine vision had “swept by” (khalaf ) his face
while the latter had claimed in 9:11 that God may have “swept by” (khalaf ) him
but he could not see God at all! Both for Job and Zophar, Eliphaz’s great vision is
finally empty, but that is certainly the last thing with which Zophar finds any
agreement with Job. His words in 20:9 make that certain.

Job had lamented in 7:8 that “the eye (‘ayin) of one who looks for me will not
see me (shur).” Now Zophar at 20:9 retorts that “the eye (‘ayin) that observed him
will not again, nor will his place see him (shur) any more.” At 7:8, Job sadly an-
nounces that the God who formerly looked after his life has withdrawn the divine
care and will “see him no more.” You are right, laughs Zophar at 20:9; no one will
see you anymore, Job, because your doom is sure.
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At 20:11, Zophar turns to direct commentary on Job’s speech of chapter 19,
after a quick reference to a Joban statement of 10:9. There Job had admitted (as he
never denies) that God is in full control of life and death, remarking to God, “Re-
member now, you made me clay; and you change me back to dust.” “Ashes to
ashes,” intones Job, but quickly goes on to charge God with latent wicked intent for
the creation (10:13). Zophar now takes that admission from Job’s own mouth and
turns it into further proof that Job is in fact wicked, one who will lie “in the dust”
before his full life runs its course while “his bones are full of youth” (20:11).

But that is not the only effect of Zophar’s words at 20:11. They are also a con-
scious parody of Job’s amazing words at 19:25: “As the last one he will rise on the
dust.” In response, Zophar says at 11b, “it [his youth] will lie with him on the
dust.” Whatever Job means by his reference to “the last one” (note my suggestions
above), he plainly feels a burst of hopeful energy when he utters the phrase. In con-
trast, Zophar deflates any hope that Job might feel by saying that far from any “ris-
ing on the dust” by Job or his advocate, Job, as a wicked person, will experience
only an imminent and grisly death, lying on the dust as a youth—far sooner than
his allotted time on earth. No “redeemer” will stand for you, Job, shrieks Zophar;
you will only see an early and deserved grave. In short, the “dust” is no place of re-
demption; it is only a tomb for the wicked.

Among other things, Zophar’s angry retort at 20:11 makes it very certain that
he does not believe that Job refers to God at 19:25. Whoever Job has in mind there,
whether it be a more powerful attorney or the killer of God, Zophar rejects all such
third-party notions by announcing that the dust is only a grave and not hope for
the wicked Job. And this attack on Job’s possible advocates continues at 20:27:
“The skies will uncover his iniquity; the earth will rise against him.” This phrase is
strongly reminiscent of 16:18–19, Job’s second reference to a potential helper
against God:

Earth, do not cover up my blood!
Let there be no place for my scream!

Even now, look! My witness is in the sky!
The one who testifies for me is in the heights!

Here again Zophar mocks Job’s search for some other heavenly witness for
aid. You ask the earth for help? The earth offers the wicked no help by revealing a
legitimate “cry of blood” (see Gen 4:10); it rather reveals the true iniquity of the
wicked. The skies hold no star witness; they rather hold condemnation for the
wicked. In short, Zophar carefully destroys Job’s hope for any sort of mediator.
God is all that the wicked Job will find, and that God burns with anger against Job,
the foulest sinner in the world.

In these and numerous other examples, Zophar attacks Job’s blasphemous
attempts to struggle with God by saying in as many ways as he can muster that Job
is simply evil and fully deserving of God’s blatant rejection of him. There is no me-
diator for Job, because the wicked have no advocates in a world where God rewards
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only the righteous and rightfully punishes the wicked. Job is in his current state be-
cause he is wicked and the rightful object of divine scorn and rejection. Zophar
sums up his ideas at the end of his speech, a speech that proves to be his last one in
the book:

The possessions of their house will be carried away,
dragged off on the day of Shaddai’s wrath.

This is the portion of the wicked from God,
the heritage decreed for them by God. (20:28–29)

DON’T BE LIKE ZOPHAR?

So, what is a preacher to make of all this? The simplest response is to say as
forcefully as one can say: “Don’t be like Zophar!” He really is a monstrous friend.
When given the chance to speak to a friend who has suffered as Job has suffered,
please do not say, “You deserve it,” or “God will get you if you don’t watch out!” I
wish I could say that Zophar in fact died a long time ago, and his like has never
been seen or heard again, but alas I know that is not true. Zophar is alive and well
and living in us—in me. Oh, I may not be quite as blatant as he is. I may not say
quite as directly that we get what we deserve and that God is forever checking up on
us, adding daily to our heavenly computer files, waiting for us to slip up so as to
elicit a nasty divine response that may include a torrid eternity without air condi-
tioning. But I have said on more than a few occasions (but only with the best of in-
tentions I assure you) that “you reap what you sow,” in my attempt to offer some
so-called rationality in the midst of a world that too often presents things irratio-
nal. I assume I am not alone in this. But ultimately I think Job and his friends pres-
ent us with a rather more difficult task than merely being nicer and more genial
pastoral counselors.

PREACHING THE LIVING GOD

I began this article by suggesting that the book of Job is finally about who God
is. I continue to think that is so. What Job and his unpleasant dialogue partners are
squabbling about is God, the living God. And somehow, according to the author,
they all have it wrong. It turns out that the living God is not one who rewards and
punishes at all. It turns out that both Job’s expectations of a reward for his exem-
plary behavior and the friends’ expectations of God’s wrath for a wicked Job are
equally wrong. The friends’ error is made clear enough at 42:7 where God speaks to
one of them for the only time, saying to Eliphaz: “You have not spoken to me what
is right, like my servant Job.” So there, you three idiots! You have not spoken right
to me!

But what has Job said that is right to God?3 I think what Job has said that is
right is precisely that he has spoken to God out of his pain, his anger, his frustra-
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tion, his agony, and his confusion. The friends have never spoken to God, but only
about God. And they are wrong, as God clearly says. It might be said this way: God
would much rather hear honest, angry, straightforward words from God’s people
than all the pious, derivative claptrap that we religious types so easily fling at the
heavens. We need, says the author of Job, more modern psalmists and poets not
afraid to take courage in hand and tell God the truth about us and our world.
“Look, God,” says Ps 6, “my soul is struck with terror, while you, O Lord…how
long?” Just what do you think you are doing, God, while we and our world go to
hell in a handbasket? Come on, now: act! This psalmist does not try to impress God
with his goodness (though I grant some psalmists do); this poet merely calls for ac-
tion, for attention, for help. Job had long given up on God’s help because he imag-
ined a mechanical God whose responses were dependent on good or bad actions.

Not so, says the book of Job! After all, the universe of God is filled with won-
ders and mystery (note those humanless places in 38:25–27 where rain falls for no
particular reason), with illogical creatures (note that ostrich in 39:13–18, speedy
but so stupid!), and with a nature all too red in tooth and claw (note the hawk and
the eagle in 39:26–30). Are we ready to reckon with a God larger than our too-tiny
portraits, learned from our tradition but finally inadequate for the God who tran-
scends all portraits no matter how grand, no matter how hallowed? For that is at
last Job’s God, the appearance of whom forces from Job’s lips that wondrous
phrase:

I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear,
but now my eye sees you;

therefore I retract [what I said]4

and I change my mind on dust and ashes. (42:5–6)

So, Zophar claimed that Job would only find death on the dust? Not so! Job
ends on the dust—not in death but in the sight of a God infinitely different from
the one he thought he knew, a God vast and strange and wondrous and mysterious,
a God worthy of worship and praise. And that is the God we preachers are called to
proclaim. The book of Job and Job himself ask if we have the courage to do so and
the courage to allow those in our charge to search for that God in whatever ways
they can, with whatever words—however painful—they can muster.

JOHN C. HOLBERT is Lois Craddock Perkins Professor of Homiletics at Perkins School of Theol-
ogy, Dallas, Texas.
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4The NRSV’s “despise myself” has no relationship to the Hebrew text.


