
   
  t

ra
ns

il
va

ni
a

 3
/2

01
8

62

The Book of Job as Drama

Agata  SZEPE
Universitatea din Varșovia, Deaprtamentul de Studii Ebraice

University of Warsaw, Hebrew Department
Personal e-mail: agata.szepe@student.uw.edu.pl

The Book of Job is similar to other works of Great 
Literature: everybody knows them, only a few have 
ever read them, even fewer – have read them all the 
way through.  According to common knowledge Job 
is a just and upright man, avoiding evil. Blessed by 
God, he is wealthy and has a big family. One day Satan 
challenges God by saying, that if he is allowed to test 
Job, Job will curse God. God insists that it will not 
happen and allows Satan to test Job. In one moment 
the main character loses his family, property and 
health. Facing so many tragedies Job remains inflexible. 
Rewarding Job’s stability, God triumphs over Satan 
whose predictions prove to be wrong. This is exactly 
what we read.  In all this Job did not sin or charge God 
with wrong1 (J 1,22; J 2.10) narrative Prolog assures us. 
Well… not exactly. In the same book, the same perfect 
character accuses God of doing injustice, of favoring 
the designs of the wicked (J 10,2-3) and – supposedly 
- also of taking pleasure in it. Satan’s predictions prove 
to be correct: Job does charge God with wrongdoing. 
The reward and God’s triumph seem to be unjustified. 

What explains the paradox?  Many people would 
just say that the text is a compilation and therefore 
it is inconsistent. However, if we take the trouble to 
read the text carefully, we find that the text has its own 
inner logic.  It is my contention that the logic may 
be unlocked by reading it as drama and interpreting it 
according to the principles of drama.

Scholars do not agree what literary genre the 
Book of Job represents. In fact, terms such as a 
poem, dialogue, treatise, parable or a drama are used 
imprecisely and ambiguously even by the same author. 
I will discuss the question of a genre later, because of 
its consequences to interpretation. In my view, only by 
reading the Book of Job as a drama, can we explain all 
the paradoxes mentioned above. Keeping in mind that 
in drama events happen in a permanently changing 
present, we are able to explain why Job does charge 
God with wrongdoing, although the narrator claims 
quite the opposite. Similarly, being aware that cause-
effect sequences play a crucial role in every drama we 
discover that God did not intend to prove to Satan 
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There is no arbiter between us, who might lay his hand 
on us both.  (J.9,32-33). Being only human, even the 
most frightful earthly tyrant has to respect higher, 
heavenly authority. But whom should ask for help a 
person unjustly treated by God? Job feels deceived, 
because he always thought that Almighty cares for him: 
Remember that you have made me like clay; and will you 
return me to the dust? Did you not pour me out like milk 
and curdle me like cheese? You clothed me with skin and 
flesh, and knit me together with bones and sinews. You 
have granted me life and steadfast love, and your care 
has preserved my spirit. (J.10,9-12). Jung describes this 
shock, identifying with the main character’s feelings: 
In this way I hope to act as a voice for many who feel the 
same way as I do, and to give expression to the shattering 
emotion which the unvarnished spectacle of divine 
savagery and ruthlessness produces in us.3 God’s present 
action leads main character to new conclusion.

Job suggests that Almighty never honestly cared for 
him. He just waited for the right moment to destroy 
him: Yet these things you hid in your heart; I know that 
this was your purpose.  If I sin, you watch me and do 
not acquit me of my iniquity. (J.10,13-14). On another 
occasion Job claims that God waited till this moment 
to punish him for sins from his youth. (J.13,26). God’s 
love could be illusory: contingent upon Job’s perfect 
behavior. Job thinks not only about Gods actions, 
but also about His motivations. Wanting strongly to 
humiliate main character, Almighty waited simply for 
the right moment, when He could explain his action 
by Jobs sin. Asking again and again why God acts in 
such a manner, Job thinks about His emotions. The 
conclusion is again pessimistic.

According to Jung the Book of Job contains: the 
picture of a God who knew no moderation in his emotions 
and suffered precisely from this lack of moderation. He 

himself admitted that he was eaten up with rage and 
jealousy and that this knowledge was painful to him4. 
Indeed, Job talks about God’s emotional sphere. 
Nevertheless, it seems that he thinks that Almighty 
takes pleasure in human suffering, rather than suffers 
himself. Job claims: I will say to God, Do not condemn 
me; let me know why you contend against me.  Does it 
seem good to you to oppress, to despise the work of your 
hands and favor the designs of the wicked? (J..10,2-3) 
His rhetorical question includes strong implications: 
God does despise the work of his hands and favor the 
designs of the wicked. The question arises only about 
taking pleasure in it. Anna Świderkówna expresses it in 
this way: This good, holy, wise and just God seem to take 
an incomprehensible pleasure in tormenting an innocent 
man.5 Job suggest that God is unjust not only to the 
main character. He is also responsible for the evil, 
actively supporting wrongdoing: If all this example 
did not show clearly enough that Job accuses God of 
wrongdoing, Gods statements will leave no doubts 
about it.

In the Epilog God calls Job his accuser: Shall a 
faultfinder contend with the Almighty? He who argues 
with God, let him answer it. (J.40,2). Dariusz Iwański 
seems to overlook this, when he claims: Interestingly, 
the main character is never and nowhere reprimanded for 
his apparent “hardihood”6. Truly, during dramatic series 
of disasters: loss of property, children’s death, outset 
of disease, Job remains unwavering. This is the period 
to which narrator’s statement about Job’s innocence 
refer. But afterwards the days of silent suffering as 
well as months of emptiness (J.7,3) elapse. As Jakub 
Slawik states: As early as in prolog can be noticed, that 
Job’s reaction changes gradually (…) Without what he 
said, arguing with friends, this character would be banal, 
psychologically untrue7. Job becomes rebellious in the 
main part of the drama. This kind of change not 
only tells us about inner transformation of the main 
character, but also specifies consequence of previous 
discussion between God and Satan. Having noticed 
them, one can see this scene in a totally different light.

The scene of discussion between God and Satan 
radically changes Job’s fate. Carl Gustav Jung calls 
it a kind of bet8, other authors, even if they don’t 
express it directly, seem to think similarly. Iwański’s 
concept about God’s total approval to Job’s statements 
can be a consequence of the same presupposition. If 
interpreting discussion with Satan as a bet, the fact 
that Job charged God with wrongdoing, would lead to 
God’s failure in this bet. After all, the subject of this 
bet would be Satan’s twice repeated challenge: he [Job] 
will curse you to your face. (J.1,11;2,5). Yet, God doesn’t 
appear at the end of the book as a looser. Thorough 
analyze of the very scene leads to conclusion that is 
should be described rather as an unsuccessfully attempt 
to make a bet. 
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come before him. (J.13,15-16). Jobs opinion changes 
incessantly, leading to no constructive conclusion. 
Imitating the way of human’s thinking, Job’s style 
adequately conveys dilemmas and emotions of a man 
in a tragic situation of innocent suffering. For a durable 
change of posture instead of permanent emotional 
swifts the reader has to wait till the culminating point 
of the drama.

As Jakub Slawik says: If J. was treated as a treatise, 
a sages’ discussion, it would have to disappoint, because all 
the positive-answer possibilities are used, yet, the answer is 
not found. And possibly, it could not be found.17 Instead 
of conclusion in rational dialogue, the reader receives 
a dramatic climax18 happening when God decides 
to meet with Job. According to Anna Świderkówna 
he: learned, how big precipice separates all the human’s 
speculation from experiencing meeting God directly.19 The 
only conclusion seems to be another paradox. Having 
heard Almighty’s words, Job says: I take back everything 
I said 20 (J.42,6). This statement leads to a surprising 
change on a metalinguistic

In few words main character cancels everything he 
said before. Composition and inner logic of the text 
is questioned by a suggestion that Job’s monologues 
are unnecessary. Yet, Job’s opinion is only one side of 
the dramatic dialogue. Another character presents a 
different point of view. God says that only Job said truth 
about Him (J.42,7). Contradictory opinions open 
various interpretation possibilities, because superior 
narrative view does not tell us directly, which opinion 
should we follow. Paradox of contradictory opinions 
about Job’s wisdom reflect analogically paradoxical style 
of main character’s statements. These two opinions can 
be also interpreted on two different levels. Job notices 
that his own wisdom is superficial, while God considers 
not only what Job says, but also his inner, deep 
motivations. The drama gives different perspectives on 
God’s image instead of defining coherently His features. 
What seems to be most coherent is that Job’s meeting 
with God changed his life and his way of thinking. 
And indeed, this is more than enough. Presenting 
different points of view, avoiding too logical answers 
on existential questions and showing God in action 
instead of building His univocal theological image, the 
structure of drama reflects this unconventional image 
of Almighty. Ignoring the dramatic structure leads to 
an interpretation in which some aspects of this image 
are missed.   

The genre of drama is unusual for the biblical style. 
Apart from The book of Job it is only represented by 
the Song of Salomon. Despite different approaches: 
symbolic, or literally most academics treat the features 
of drama as a base for further Songs of Salomon’s 
interpretations. On the other hand, the Book of Job 
is often related to another genres. The examples show 
that the question of genre plays a crucial role, entailing 

specific implications for the interpretation.
The question of genre is so important, because of 

the consequences to interpretation. Anna Świderkówna, 
classifies the text as a dialogue. Being a rational 
discourse, dialogue presents characters with precisely 
opinion, who through a discussion reach a consensus 
on an important issue21. Świderkówna presents various 
Job’s statements, even contradictory with each other. 
But presenting the text as a dialogue, she tries to 
structurize them logically, missing its paradoxical style, 
differing from friends’ coherent worldview. The inner 
logic of dialogue imposes clear, univocal answers on 
questions presented in the text. Presenting the Book 
of Job as a poem22 leads to similar consequences. 
Although “a poem” can be a very capacious term, this 
genre often includes didactic elements or presents 
a philosophical doctrine. It is usually composed of 
static elements rather than dynamical. The poematic 
approach excludes dynamic character of the Book of 
Job, and, thus, changes in Job’s posture. Many drama 
interpretations stop in a halfway. 

Calling The Book of Job a drama, Dariusz 
Iwański shows God’s discussion with Satan as a bet. 
Consequently, he tries to portray Job as an undefeated 
super hero23, because only this enables God to win this 
bet. Only Jung presents clearly consequences of the 
“bet-approach”. In his interpretation Satan triumphs 
over God. Being a bad looser, Almighty bombards Job 
with the questions. God’s victory presented in Epilogue 
is only an illusion, a well-hidden failure. If it really is a 
failure, it is also perfectly hidden from the reader. 

Treating consequently The book of Job as a drama 
enables to resolve seemingly incoherence’s of the text 
and to notice the unique and percussive style features. 
Narrator’s statements are a starting point. Through 
the dialogical part main character’s volatile emotions, 
attitudes and postures in face of extreme situation are 
shown. The text offers an image of deepen personalities, 
rather than a set of human types, possible to describe 
by one sentence. This refers to the God, as one of the 
drama heroes. God’s discussion with Satan cannot be 
interpreted simply as a bet with moralistic happy end, 
proving Job’s inflexibility. The reader is able to observe 
a complicated psychological game between God and 
Satan. The latter provokes his opponent to accept 
his rules of a game, the former determines his own 
conditions. Limited role of narration enables to show 
important issues from different perspectives, inviting 
reader to become a participant of a discussion. 

Presenting different points of view, avoiding 
narrowly logical answers, and, finally, revealing God 
in action instead of building His univocal theological 
image, the dramatic structure of the book presents an 
unconventional image of God and human beings. The 
Book of Job enables us to look broader.  To discover the 
power of drama. And notice that the ancient drama is 






