
Why Me, Lord? #10

“Enigmatic Elihu”

Job 32-37

I’ve got bad news and good news for you.

The bad news is, after all of our study in the book of Job, we are introduced to a new character in chapter 32, and by the time he stops talking, we have covered the next six chapters in the Bible. The length of these chapters in the biblical text is longer than twelve entire Old Testament books and 17 of the 27 books of the New Testament!

The good news is that we will cover all six chapters in today’s message. (And don’t worry—I don’t plan on taking all day to do it!) I don’t mean to downplay this portion of God’s inspired Word. Robert Schaper observes, “These six chapters constitute a most interesting and provocative section of the book of Job.”
 Yet my fear is, as it is for the book of Job as a whole, that we can lose the forest for the trees, so to speak, and that is nowhere more likely to happen than in these chapters.

The last verse of chapter Job 31 marks a major break—“the words of Job are ended.”
 As we saw in our last study, Job has dismissed the arguments of his three friends and has issued a challenge for God to show up and explain Himself. In a huff (I imagine) Job calls out, “The defense rests!” and flops down on the ash heap, ready for whatever happens next. What happens next, though, is silence. We don’t know for how long, but:

Job was silent. He had ended his defense and given oath that he was not guilty of the sins his friends claimed. Job had challenged God either to vindicate him or pass sentence on him. The trial had gone on long enough, and it was time for the Judge to act.

Job’s three friends were silent, appalled that Job had dared to speak so boldly to God and about God. They were sure that God’s judgment of Job was next on the agenda.

God was silent. No fire came from heaven, and no voice spoke in divine wrath. The silence was God’s eloquent witness to the three friends that they were wrong in what they had said both about Job and about Him. It was also God’s witness to Job that the Creator of the universe is not at the beck and call of His creatures. God doesn’t appear just because somebody thinks it’s time for a showdown.

Chapter 32 introduces a new name—Elihu—and scholars are divided about how to take him. Robert Schaper calls this chapter, “Enterprising Elihu.”
 Chuck Swindoll entitles his “Another Long-Winded Monologue,” describing Elihu as “Job’s fourth ‘friend’ who steps out of the shadows and talks much too long, saying far too little.”
 Jewish scholar Robert Gordis heads his chapter on this part of the book, “Elihu the Intruder”—and the book itself seems to bear out such an nickname, passing over him in pointed silence after he has spoken.
 

The term that comes to my mind regarding Elihu is “enigma.” Now if you’re not sure what that means, an enigma is “a person or thing that is mysterious, puzzling, or difficult to understand.” Philip Yancey refers to “enigmatic Elihu,”
 which I have chosen as the title to his message. Another scholar agrees, writing,
Elihu is rather an enigma. He blusters on to the stage as an angry young man, full of his own importance, offering to clarify the situation for Job and his friends, angry with the muddle they have got themselves into. In one respect it is rather like a comic turn, for he manages to spend a lot of time not saying very much. He covers much of the ground of the other friends while supposedly saying something new. He claims to say more than the three friends have already said, and this is certainly true at the beginning and end of his speeches. But the middle speeches are cold and disappointing—a lapse into moralism which seems very hard on Job. Perhaps in these middle speeches Elihu is setting himself up as a sort of arbiter between Job and God. Perhaps he sees himself in a courtroom trying to argue out a case as coolly and dispassionately as he can. He is trying to set out the arguments for and against from the perspective of a detached observer…. Elihu blusters away, he makes his own mistakes. But in the middle of his blustering, there are some gems, and it is these gems which are part of the preparation Job needs—and we readers need—to be ready to hear the Lord.
 

I must confess I’m not sure what to think about Elihu. I agree with Swindoll who writes, “If we find Elihu a bit of a mystery, it is because he is insightful one moment and insipid the next. He can be both pointed with insight and shortly thereafter, dull.”

Many commentators assume that Elihu’s four speeches were added to the book sometime after the original version had been written.
 Differences in style and language are cited as proof that the Elihu speeches were a later addition. Elihu addressed Job by name and quoted Job directly, whereas the three friends did not do so; and he used “El” for God and used a number of Aramaic words more than the three counselors did. However, those stylistic differences simply point up his distinctive character.

Whether or not it was part of the book at the time of the original writing is really an academic question. The passage could be left out without radically altering the book. Yet this passage does have a significant contribution to make. This section was inserted here for a reason. Remember that Job is a religious book, poetically constructed around a historical sequence, and not a documentary report of specific speeches.
 If nothing else, these chapters certainly serve as a breathing space between the final stand of Job in declaring his innocence and the word of God spoken out of the whirlwind in chapter 38.

There’s more to this section than a bit of breathing space. Something is definitely different about Elihu. He is introduced differently than the others, as we will see. While some of his words are similar to the three friends, his whole approach is different. He was not trying to prove that Job was a sinner, but that Job’s view of God was wrong.
 He pays much more attention to what Job has said. He is interested in catching Job in his own arguments and reasoning with principles that have already been raised. He does not bother to wait for any reply from Job or his friends. Most importantly, he approaches Job’s problem differently than the others. Elihu wants to deal more realistically with the specific objections Job raised. He wants to put down the objections and discover some meaning in sorrow and trials beyond the simple dimension of judgment.
 Elihu’s words are more courteous than his friends (with the possible exception of Eliphaz’ first speech), and undoubtedly surpasses all the preceding speeches in spiritual grasp. It moves on a higher level than the speeches of Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar.
 He introduces some new insights that are valuable, though it may take some digging through all of the verbiage!

Lest someone call me “a 21st-century Elihu,” let’s move on!

The Identity of Elihu

We are introduced to the identity of Elihu in Job 32:1-5,

So these three men stopped answering Job, because he was righteous in his own eyes. But Elihu son of Barakel the Buzite, of the family of Ram, became very angry with Job for justifying himself rather than God. He was also angry with the three friends, because they had found no way to refute Job, and yet had condemned him. Now Elihu had waited before speaking to Job because they were older than he. But when he saw that the three men had nothing more to say, his anger was aroused. 

Elihu is introduced more than anyone else in the book of Job. Unlike the names of the three friends, which have Edomite or South Semitic sources, most of Elihu’s family and name is Hebrew in origin. Ram is one of the ancestors of David, according to Ruth 4:19 and 1 Chronicles 2:9, 25. Buz is the brother of Uz, a nephew of Abraham in Genesis 22:21.
 Buz, Tema, and Dedan are Arab locations, according to Jeremiah 25:23.

Elihu is cast as an angry young man in these opening verses, anxious to speak and disturbed by the inability of his elders to answer Job.
 Interestingly, Elihu (unlike the others) admits up front that he’s angry. In fact, the biblical account states no less than four times that the man is burning with anger. Later in the chapter, Elihu admits, “I’m full of words” (Job 32:18). He’s also full of himself. Being younger, he is rash. Being angry, he talks too long.
 Let’s not make the mistake, though, of dismissing what he has to say.

The Ideas of Elihu

We move onto the ideas of Elihu. In these six chapters, Elihu delivers four speeches. His initial message is found in Job 32-33. His second speech is recorded in Job 34. His third speech is in Job 35. Then his fourth and final speech is in Job 36-37. Like many sermons we have heard, Elihu is more effective at the beginning and the ending than he is in the middle of his talk. In that section he gets a little dull and boring.
 Yet he makes some points that are worthwhile.

Initially Elihu nearly apologizes for even speaking, since he is so much younger than the others. Look at Job 32:6-9,

I am young in years, and you are old; that is why I was fearful, not daring to tell you what I know. I thought, ‘Age should speak; advanced years should teach wisdom.’ But it is the spirit in a man, the breath of the Almighty, that gives him understanding. It is not only the old who are wise, not only the aged who understand what is right.

He has a point. Age is not a guarantee of wisdom, and the folly of age is to presume that it is wise. The prophet Joel promised that the Holy Spirit will come in power upon young and old, fulfilled on the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2, so that dreams and visions are not the sole property of the elderly. Even Jesus accomplished his work as a comparatively young man. If wisdom is openness to truth and readiness to learn, then it would follow that age is more eager to learn from youth than vice versa, but this is not always the case. Frequently youth possess the wisdom of courage and the insight of innovation that has been lost by their elders.

In all fairness, Elihu communicates two excellent points.

First, God disciplines a person to turn him from the error of his way. That principle is as timeless as it is true. God never wastes tests. When God bears down, His goal is to turn the wayward back to Himself.

Second, God governs justly; He’s fair. Another reliable fact. The major theme of all that Elihu has to say can be stated in three words: God is sovereign. He is not only good all the time, He is in control all the time. And furthermore, God doesn’t feel obligated to explain Himself. The truth is, even if He did, most of us still wouldn’t get it, because His ways are deep and His plan is profound.

Another important truth proclaimed here is a new insight into the purpose of suffering. Job’s friends had argued that his suffering was evidence that God was punishing him for his sins, but Elihu now argues that sometimes God permits us to suffer to keep us from sin. In other words, suffering may be preventive and not punitive. (See Paul’s experience recorded in 2 Corinthians 12:7–10.) God does all He can to keep us from sinning and going into the pit of death, and this is evidence of His grace (Job 33:24).

In The Problem of Pain, C.S. Lewis says, “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”
 God sometimes uses pain to warn us, humble us, and bring us to the place of submission, as seen in Hebrews 12:1–11. 

By contrast with what has just gone before, Elihu’s second speech in Job 34 is very disappointing.
 Here Elihu speaks just like Job’s friends; however, Elihu does show some degree of consideration for Job that is missing in the others. He does not attempt to embarrass Job by giving any details of Job’s supposed immorality. He just wants Job to learn from his sorrow.

In his second speech Elihu focuses on the central issue of the justice of God. We saw that this was the driving force that provoked him to speak in the first place. It goes to the heart of the book of Job: is God fair?

I suspect our problem with Elihu—and the problem of many commentators—is with his intensity. It is easy to mistake his intensity for cruelty, insensitivity, or a self-obsessed arrogance. But the plain meaning of the text is that Elihu is intense because the issues are serious. As Hartley puts it, “Elihu argues this point so intensely because he seems to fear that Job, in hardening his heart to God’s disciplinary judgment, stands in danger of the final punishment, death. Therefore, he wants to convince Job to relinquish his complaint and submit himself to God.”
 

The central fact is that Elihu is right about the justice and goodness of God. To say anything else is to align ourselves with the snake in the garden. Although there are superficial similarities between Elihu and the comforters, the differences are significant.

In his third speech, recorded in Job 35, Elihu deals with the thorny issue of unanswered prayer. Job has been complaining that God will not respond to his cries for help. Why is this? Elihu’s answer to this is thoughtless and heartless. He gives three quick reasons why prayer is not answered: pride (12); wrong motives (13); lack of faith (14). Yet none of these reasons counts for Job, for what matters to him is that from a clean heart he has sought the Lord, but so far he has always received no answer.

It is always possible to think of a reason for unanswered prayer. The trite explanation, which we hear all too often, is that “You didn’t have enough faith,” or “You prayed from the wrong motive,” or “You must have some hidden, unconfessed sin.” This diagnosis is always applicable. Everyone who prays is aware of his weak faith; everyone knows that his motives are always mixed; everyone who searches his conscience can find no end of fresh sins to be dealt with. If no prayers could be answered until all these issues were satisfied, none would ever be offered and none answered. The Elihus of this world do not care about the cruelty of their advice and its unreality. Their theory is saved; that is what matters.

So far Elihu seems to have a God who is manageable and predictable, whom he can understand. God’s ways are clear to him. Everything is under control. But if we have learned anything so far from the book of Job, it is that reality is much less clear, manageable and predictable than we would like to think. The divine wisdom, we are realizing, is not merely something that we can get if we think hard enough, or behave well enough, or if our theological system is coherent, tidy and clear. The divine wisdom, as we shall see, comes by way of the storm and the whirlwind.

C. S. Lewis makes a similar point in his classic book The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, when Mr. Beaver points out that Aslan is not a tame lion:

Mr. Beaver had warned them. ‘He’ll be coming and going,’ he had said. ‘One day you’ll see him and another you won’t. He doesn’t like being tied down—and of course he has other countries to attend to. It’s quite all right. He’ll often drop in. Only you mustn’t press him. He’s wild, you know. Not like a tame lion.’

Elihu’s God is too tidy and too small.

In his final address, however, Elihu rises above the petty notions of Job’s friends and makes what many Bible students agree as his most impressive speech.
 This concluding statement contains Elihu’s best and most distinctive ideas. Up until now he has been treading on familiar and conventional ground, repeating largely the ideas which Job and his friends have already expressed. The harsh tone that Elihu had adopted in his second and third speeches is here softened. Job 36:1–21 is a more mature and engaging statement of orthodox theology than anything found elsewhere in the book. Its presence is one of the main reasons why some scholars have found Elihu’s contribution so pleasing.

There is a new insight here, the most profound thing Elihu says. Speaking of God, he says in Job 36:15, “Those who suffer he delivers in their suffering; he speaks to them in their affliction.” This is not simply saying again that God uses suffering to chasten and to bring to repentance. It is saying much more. Elihu is here recognizing that through the very process of affliction, there can be deliverance. There can be, in the title of Martin Israel’s book, “the pain that heals.” It is through the suffering of God’s servant that there can be healing. “It is one of the fundamental contributions of pain to make people wake up to a deeper quality of existence and to seek evidence for meaning in their lives beyond the immediate sensations that arrest their attention.”

After his theological summation in chapter 36, Elihu looks up and gives full attention to the Lord God in chapter 37. It seems as if he wants to help Job refocus—much as we do when we gather for corporate worship. Written across Job 36-37 could be these six words: It is all about our God!
 As George Sweeting writes, “If the outlook is dark, try the uplook.”

The Importance of Elihu

This brings us to the importance of Elihu. Almost every commentary is skeptical about Elihu, critical of his views, his tone, and his character. Such a widespread agreement among scholars should be seriously considered, yet I think it is wrong. 

For one thing, Elihu is given four speeches, more than any of the others. His speeches are not interrupted or answered, unlike the others’. His speeches come in a critical position in the book and may naturally be regarded as being preparatory for the Lord’s speeches; perhaps Elihu is a kind of Elijah or John the Baptist figure.
 True to his name, Elihu will defend God’s honor, teaching that God mercifully and justly disciplines his servants. His teaching prepares for God’s appearance to Job.

Elihu’s theology is primarily related to Job’s reaction to God, and the misunderstanding of the three antagonists and Job regarding their relationship to Him. Specifically Job questioned the operation of God’s justice and ultimately God’s own integrity, whereas the three questioned Job’s claim of innocence and asserted God’s right to exercise His freedom in the use of retributive justice. These two attributes, God’s justice and sovereignty, were emphatically defended by Elihu.

Yet Elihu also pointed out God’s love and mercy. His provision for His creation shows that He is gracious and merciful (37:13). He gives life to humanity (34:14–15), He forgives and restores (33:26–30; 36:10), He delivers sufferers in their suffering, speaks during oppression, and seeks intimacy with sufferers during their distress (36:15–16). In the dark days His grace and love are more clearly manifest to the sufferer.

We must take care to notice what has happened in this speech. Elihu has now pointed us up to God. Both Job and his friends have been looking for an answer, looking for a cause. But all the searching for causes has proved useless. The three friends have ultimately had no answer for Job. The answer comes not in looking back, but in looking up. We must look forwards for the divine purpose, not hunt around for causes in the past. Elihu has moved us from a backward-looking, retributive understanding of suffering to a forward-looking, redemptive one. There is a pain that heals.
 Job could later say in 42:5, “My ears had heard of you but now my eyes have seen you,” partly because of the help of Elihu, who opened the way for Job to have a better understanding of God and His ways.

Elihu is a bridge in the book of Job, stretching from the inadequate theology of a detached God—a God of power, might, majesty and dominion but detached from human pain and experience—to the wisdom of seeing God for who He is completely—a God of love and grace and mercy as well as a God of holiness, justice, and wrath. By allowing God to be God, we are given the faith to enable us to cope. We are brought to the fear of the Lord, the way of living before God in obedience and dependence on His grace.

Yes, Elihu is an enigma, a mystery, much like the God he prepared Job to hear. Like John the Baptist did for Jesus, Elihu prepared the way for God to appear and speak.
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