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Job and His Friends 
 
 
As we begin chapter four, we’re still sitting on the ash heap with Job and his 
three friends, but we’re no longer sitting in the quiet balm of silent mourning. After 
Job breaks the silence with his death-wish poem in chapter three, the friends, 
perhaps unwilling to accept Job’s curse as the last word, begin to respond to him, 
and each in turn.  
 
As many have readers have wondered throughout the years, perhaps it would 
have been better here if the friends had simply remained silent, as by the end of 
these dialogues, it’s pretty clear that the conversation has completely broken 
down, and that any initial support that they might have provided by way of sitting 
with Job in silence has all but been forgotten and undermined by the unhelpful, 
even at times antagonistic and bitter turn that this conversation takes.   
 
In general terms, the friends view Job’s personal loss largely as a problem of 
moral reasoning, and as is often the case when faced with a problem, perhaps 
especially another person’s problem, they seek a quick solution. And so they 
make attempt after attempt to explain away the enigma of Job’s situation. “It’s 
because you must have done something wrong,” they say. “Everything happens 
for a reason.” Eventually, under the pressure of the debate, Job and his friends 
fall into the all-too-familiar pattern of talking completely past one another, 
becoming further and further entrenched in their own myopic perspectives and 
ideologies. “Miserable comforters,” is what Job comes to call them, or as he 
might just as well have said, “With friends like these, who needs enemies.”   

While it can be easy enough to critique the way the friends respond to Job’s 
suffering here, there’s also, I think, something admirable, at least in their 
persistence to remain with Job. Job, remember, has lost nearly everything, and 
yet, at least at the beginning of their dialogue, he still has his friends. And though 
by the end what we’ve witnessed here is something like the failure of friendship, 
it’s not because the friends walk away and disengage. Just as Job remains 
persistent in his claim of innocence, the friends also show a certain persistence 
through remaining in dialogue with Job.  
 
The issue isn’t even that Job and his friends disagree about everything. Both 
parties here acknowledge that there’s a limit to the human understanding of 
ultimate reality. As Zophar puts it in his question to Job, “Can you find out the 
deep things of God? Can you find out the limit of the Almighty?” The difference, 
rather, lies in how they respond to this limit. Face-to-face with the intractable 
mysteries of being, the friends take recourse in the accumulated and winnowed 



wisdom of the religious tradition, and particularly the teaching that’s found in 
almost all the world’s ancient religions, from the Hebrew idea of the covenant to 
the Hindu idea of karma, basically the idea that, “you reap what you sow.”  
 
Against this static framework of second-hand and received doctrine, Job’s first-
hand account of what it’s like to remain within the immediacy and opacity of 
direct, lived experienced almost jumps off the page, and excites both our 
imagination and our sympathy. In placing his trust more in individual experience 
rather than tradition, Job, as ancient as this text is, often sounds like one of the 
most modern voices in all of Scripture. His perspective, for example, is similar to 
that of a poet like Walt Whitman, who in his great poem celebrating the modern 
individual, writes: “You shall no longer take things at second or third hand… nor/ 
look through the eyes of the dead, nor feed on the specters/ in books,/ You shall 
not look through my eyes either, nor take things from me,/ You shall listen to all 
sides and filter them from yourself.”  
 
“No doubt you have the wisdom of the tradition,” Job says to his friends, “but I 
also have understanding, I know that my experience is true.” And so although 
he’s a critic of traditional religion in one sense, Job, through remaining honest to 
his first-hand and empirical involvement with life, nevertheless remains a great 
beacon of faith—faith here understood simply as being faithful to experience.  
 
By the end of our reading today, although these talks between Job and his 
friends do in fact break down, neither party ends up exactly where they started, 
and so there is an aspect of spiritual transformation effected through this 
otherwise ineffective encounter.  
 
Particularly as we try to trace Job’s transformation, it’s useful to keep track of the 
questions that he’s asking. Beginning in chapter three, Job’s question was 
directed at the very meaning of life itself—whether, he wondered, in the end, not 
being born might be preferable to the unpredictable travails, the ebb and flow of 
this life. As our dialogues for today begin, however, Job’s thoughts turn away 
from or beyond doubt at life’s inherent worthiness, and towards lament over life’s 
fleeting and transient nature—“my days,” he says, are brief and few, they “are 
swifter than a weaver’s shuttle.” (7:6)   
 
Job’s questioning then takes an explicitly theological form, as he wonders, “can a 
human being be just before God?” (9:2) From here, though, Job’s attitude takes a 
prayerful turn, as he starts addressing his concern not about God but to God, 
addressing God as “You.” “Remember that you fashioned me like clay; and will 
you turn me to dust again?” (10:8) Here, with this question “will you turn me to 
dust again?” we see Job’s deepest concerns converging—his question about 
life’s impermanence yoked to his question about God’s providence over life—a 



convergence which like flint striking steel begins to spark within Job a flickering 
yet fierce hopefulness. 
 
I’ll end today with some thoughts on the type of hope that Job discovers over the 
course of these dialogues.  The Hebrew word for hope that Job uses over and 
over again is very interesting and instructive I think—“hope” in Hebrew literally 
means thread or cord, a meaning which perhaps lingers when we say things like, 
“my hope is hanging by a thread.” And so when Job laments, “My days are 
swifter than a weaver’s shuttle, / and they come to an end without hope,” the 
Hebrew image that’s evoked here is a bit more striking than our English 
translation—Job’s saying, more literally, my days are swift like thread in a loom, 
and at the end the thread snaps. And yet, despite this lament, Job never really 
gives up on the idea of hope, he never stops following after hope’s thread.  
 
In the middle of these dialogues, as Job looks around and searches for the 
phenomena and evidence of life that might give grounds for hope, he does what 
people of faith throughout history have been quick to do, which is turn to the 
promises of the Creator by way of first turning towards the glory of creation, and 
so renewing faith in God through renewing faith in the goodness and beauty of 
life itself. And so with the careful eye of a naturalist, the Job poet finds himself 
looking at a tree, and then he looks at a stump of a tree, and he notices how, “for 
a tree, even for a tree stump, there is yet hope,” as with but a little rain, even just 
the scent of water, Job says, a new sprout will emerge, the thread of hope will 
rise yet again. Job then wonders, if it’s like this for a tree, could it be like this for a 
human being as well? Could my life, even though it’s been cut down, rise yet 
again? 
 
Although the answer is not immediately clear to him, this question sets in motion 
a line of inquiry or a thread of reflection that eventually leads Job to discover a 
way to express and affirm his deepest hope and longing: “For I know that my 
Redeemer lives…” (19:25)  
 
By the end of these dialogues—with his breath still in him, with his conscience 
clear, and with a renewed grasp on the thread of hope—we find a galvanized and 
re-energized Job, one who, through his faithful exploration of the texture human 
experience, has discovered a new pretext for human hopefulness. He’s 
discovered his thread.  

 	  

	  


