
What It Is To Be Human 
 
Previously on the Book of Job…over the last three Sundays we’ve been walking with Job on 
his difficult journey. We’ve watched him go from having everything to having nothing. 
We’ve witnessed his loss of wealth, his loss of family, and the loss of his health. We’ve 
witnessed his friends coming and placing the blame for his troubles squarely upon Job’s 
shoulders when they insist he must’ve done something wrong to have earned his suffering; 
insisting that God is retributive rewarding goodness with blessing and sin with 
punishment. We’ve witnessed Job’s insistence upon his innocence and his pleas for a day in 
court where he can present his case before God. Then, finally, we witness God’s arrival in a 
whirlwind and God speaks at length in response to Job. However, God’s response never 
really directly answers anything Job said, rather it is a deep, wondrous look at the 
intricacies of creation. Among the many, many lines here are a couple of excerpts. God says: 
  
“Or who shut in the sea with doors 
    when it burst out from the womb?— 
9 when I made the clouds its garment, 
    and thick darkness its swaddling band, 
10 and prescribed bounds for it, 
    and set bars and doors, 
11 and said, ‘Thus far shall you come, and no farther, 
    and here shall your proud waves be stopped’? 
 
God also says: 
Look at Behemoth, 
    which I made just as I made you; 
    it eats grass like an ox. 
16 Its strength is in its loins, 
    and its power in the muscles of its belly. 
17 It makes its tail stiff like a cedar; 
    the sinews of its thighs are knit together. 
18 Its bones are tubes of bronze, 
    its limbs like bars of iron. 
19 “It is the first of the great acts of God— 
    only its Maker can approach it with the sword. 
20 For the mountains yield food for it 
    where all the wild animals play. 
21 Under the lotus plants it lies, 
    in the covert of the reeds and in the marsh. 
22 The lotus trees cover it for shade; 
    the willows of the wadi surround it. 
23 Even if the river is turbulent, it is not frightened; 
    it is confident though Jordan rushes against its mouth. 
24 Can one take it with hooks[c] 
    or pierce its nose with a snare? 
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“Can you draw out Leviathan[b] with a fishhook, 
    or press down its tongue with a cord? 
2 Can you put a rope in its nose, 
    or pierce its jaw with a hook? 
3 Will it make many supplications to you? 
    Will it speak soft words to you? 
4 Will it make a covenant with you 
    to be taken as your servant forever? 
5 Will you play with it as with a bird, 
    or will you put it on leash for your girls? 
6 Will traders bargain over it? 
    Will they divide it up among the merchants? 
7 Can you fill its skin with harpoons, 
    or its head with fishing spears? 
8 Lay hands on it; 
    think of the battle; you will not do it again! 
9 [c] Any hope of capturing it[d] will be disappointed; 
    were not even the gods[e] overwhelmed at the sight of it? 
10 No one is so fierce as to dare to stir it up. 
    Who can stand before it?[f] 
11 Who can confront it[g] and be safe?[h] 
    —under the whole heaven, who? 
 
God continues to describe Leviathan’s design in great detail, seemingly with great pride.  
It is following the description of Leviathan at the end of the Divine Speeches that we arrive 
at our text today; the conclusion of Job’s story that contains the keys to the whole of the 
story and what it seeks to teach us.  
     Following God’s giving Job a grand glimpse of the globe, exposing the finest details of 
creation, Job responds, and does so from a newfound profound sense of humility. This 
encounter with God, as such encounters will do, has changed Job; transformed him and his 
perspectives.  
     He confesses to God that he did not know of that which he spoke. He was operating out 
of an understanding of God and God’s ways that he’d only heard from others, but now he 
saw God with his own eyes, and heard from God’s own mouth about God and God’s ways. 
This leads him to make the statement that the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible 
renders as, “I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes." This is a tricky statement, 
though, in terms of translation. Sometimes ancient Hebrew is not so clear as to how we 
who speak English in the 21st century ought to read it. Among the options, though, there 
stands one that seems to make the most sense to me given the arc of the story. Gerald 
Janzen gives us this translation of the statement, “I recant and change my mind 
concerning dust and ashes,” dust and ashes being a reference to humanity.1  This is to say 
that after what Job has experienced and seen in the company of the Divine, he has changed 
his mind concerning what it is to be human; changed his mind about the human condition 
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that is filled with beauty, wonder, and love, as well as difficulty, pain, and suffering. He had 
heard that God was retributive, even micromanaging creation, always giving good for good, 
or bad for bad, but Job has seen that this is not the case. Rather, Job comes to understand 
that God’s creation is given freedom. As we heard, God marked a line for the sea, but it was 
free to let its proud waves roar within its bounds, until humanity made ill choices with its 
own free will that altered that, but I digress. God also made these magnificent creatures 
that were free to live as they would, even when their interaction with humanity may not 
fare well for people. Amongst all of the careful order of creation, God also allowed freedom, 
and chaos, to exist as well.  
     Job’s view is upheld further as God speaks to his friends, who had spoken of God’s 
retributive nature, telling them that they had not spoken what was true about God. Their 
words placing blame on Job and describing a mechanical nature to God and life is said by 
God to be false. The doctrine of retribution, then, is systematically undone throughout the 
book. What all of this amounts to is that Job uncovered the truth that we humans exist 
within a free and dynamic creation that moves as it will, as we move and live as we will. 
This is the grand gift of free will. Now, this thought may not be comforting to some of you, 
but the story asks us to consider the possibility that God may not be micromanaging 
creation, and perhaps not everything happens for a reason or a divinely directed purpose. 
To loosely quote that great movie Forrest Gump, it means that ‘stuff happens.’ Of course we 
can learn from our experiences, make meaning of them, but God may not be directing the 
lesson, or causing things to happen to teach us something. And perhaps, maybe the 
response to suffering is more central to God’s purposes than the suffering itself.  
     Job is restored, you see, but the beginning of that restoration is through those who love 
him gathering around him in sympathy, and bringing gifts, money, that they share with 
him. God seems to begin the restoration through his neighbors’ generosity exercised of 
their own free will. It was their action to ease his suffering that began to change the tide for 
Job. This is another message of the book, that if we, as the rest of creation, are free to make 
our choices and live as we will, when we witness the suffering of our neighbors we have a 
choice to do nothing, or to become God’s intervention to ease that suffering. In the midst of 
hurricanes, poverty, violence in many forms, and other forms of suffering we encounter, we 
can choose to worry only for ourselves, place the blame for their own condition upon those 
who are suffering, even continue to contribute to the suffering of others, or we can share 
our resources to bring wholeness to those who are experiencing hardship, loss, harm, and 
are suffering. While Job is the receiver of such sharing that seeks to restore him, he also 
makes changes in his own life that seek, at their core, to ease suffering.2 
     In the description of his restoration Job’s daughters are named, while his sons are not. 
This is breaking with the norms of the culture in which women were marginalized and men 
were centralized. It was a patriarchal society in which men held the power and the wealth. 
But Job breaks with that. His daughters by their naming are centralized, and he names them 
as inheritors of his wealth as well. After Job’s encounter with God, he now realizes that 
human action can cause wholeness or suffering, and the way we structure our common 
lives together can bring wholeness or suffering, so Job breaks with the common structure 
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and puts his daughters, who could be relegated to a life of marginalization, in a position 
where they can truly be free. God’s justice becoming a reality in a free world, it would seem, 
is dependent upon humanity choosing to act according to God’s will of peace and 
wholeness for all of creation.  
     And there it is. We’ve come to the end of Job, and, while we have some insights, at the 
end of the day, like Job faced with God’s expansive view of creation, we have to admit that 
God and God’s ways will remain somewhat a mystery to us. We can never really fully know 
how things operate. But we can understand that we exist in a free world as free creatures, 
and that has both positive and negative consequences, and it means every action we make 
can have positive or negative consequences for us and our neighbors. We can also expect 
that in this life we will experience beauty, majesty, and wonder, and we will experience 
pain and suffering, but the love of God expressed through community keeps us moving no 
matter the circumstances. We know we are never alone, for God and we all walk together.      
 


