JOB

Chapter 20

Zophar 

Then Zophar the Naamathite replied: ﻿2﻿ “My troubled thoughts prompt me to answer because I am greatly disturbed. ﻿3﻿ I hear a rebuke that dishonors me, and my understanding inspires me to reply. ﻿4﻿ “Surely you know how it has been from of old, ever since man ﻿a﻿ was placed on the earth, ﻿5﻿ that the mirth of the wicked is brief, the joy of the godless lasts but a moment. ﻿6﻿ Though his pride reaches to the heavens and his head touches the clouds, ﻿7﻿ he will perish forever, like his own dung; those who have seen him will say, ‘Where is he?’ ﻿8﻿ Like a dream he flies away, no more to be found, banished like a vision of the night. ﻿9﻿ The eye that saw him will not see him again; his place will look on him no more. ﻿10﻿ His children must make amends to the poor; his own hands must give back his wealth. ﻿11﻿ The youthful vigor that fills his bones will lie with him in the dust. ﻿12﻿ “Though evil is sweet in his mouth and he hides it under his tongue, ﻿13﻿ though he cannot bear to let it go and keeps it in his mouth, ﻿14﻿ yet his food will turn sour in his stomach; it will become the venom of serpents within him. ﻿15﻿ He will spit out the riches he swallowed; God will make his stomach vomit them up. ﻿16﻿ He will suck the poison of serpents; the fangs of an adder will kill him. ﻿17﻿ He will not enjoy the streams, the rivers flowing with honey and cream. ﻿18﻿ What he toiled for he must give back uneaten; he will not enjoy the profit from his trading. ﻿19﻿ For he has oppressed the poor and left them destitute; he has seized houses he did not build. ﻿20﻿ “Surely he will have no respite from his craving; he cannot save himself by his treasure. ﻿21﻿ Nothing is left for him to devour; his prosperity will not endure. ﻿22﻿ In the midst of his plenty, distress will overtake him; the full force of misery will come upon him. ﻿23﻿ When he has filled his belly, God will vent his burning anger against him and rain down his blows upon him. ﻿24﻿ Though he flees from an iron weapon, a bronze-tipped arrow pierces him. ﻿25﻿ He pulls it out of his back, the gleaming point out of his liver. Terrors will come over him; ﻿26﻿ total darkness lies in wait for his treasures. A fire unfanned will consume him and devour what is left in his tent. ﻿27﻿ The heavens will expose his guilt; the earth will rise up against him. ﻿28﻿ A flood will carry off his house, rushing waters ﻿b﻿ on the day of God’s wrath. ﻿29﻿ Such is the fate God allots the wicked, the heritage appointed for them by God.” 
20:1–29 Yet another poem on the fate of the wicked as held by the “orthodox” theology of Job’s friends (see 8:11–19; 15:20–35; 18:5–21).

20:2–3 Zophar takes Job’s words, especially his closing words in 19:28–29, as a personal affront. Job has dared to assert that on Zophar’s theory of retribution Zophar himself is due for punishment.

20:4–11 Zophar is proud that he is a healthy and prosperous man, for, in his view, that in itself is proof of his goodness and righteousness. But the joy and vigor of the wicked will always be brief and elusive (see Ps 73:18–20 and note).

20:4 SURELY YOU KNOW – By these words Zophar suggests that Job really had no case at all.  He was very condescending in his attitude toward Job.  (PBC)

20:6 pride reaches to the heavens. See Ge 11:4 and note. (Tower of Babel) – The “language” of Zophar would also well express the condition of many a hypocrite whose piety seems to be of the most exalted character, and who appears to have made most eminent attainments in religion. Such a man may “seem” to be a man of uncommon excellence. He may attract attention as having extraordinary sanctity. He may seem to have a remarkable spirit of prayer, and yet all may be false and hollow. (ACC)
20:7 dung. A symbol of what is temporary and worthless (see 1Ki 14:10). 
20:8 DREAM FLIES AWAY – As a dream wholly disappears or vanishes. This comparison of man with a dream is not uncommon, and is most impressive. See Ps. 73:20. (ACC)

20:10, 19 Oppression of the poor is the mark of the truly wicked (see, e.g., Am 2:6–8; 8:4–8). On this subject, Job had no quarrel with Zophar (see 31:16–23). – The idea in the Hebrew seems to be, that his sons shall be reduced to the humiliating condition of asking the aid of the most needy and abject. Instead of being in a situation to assist others, and to indulge in a liberal hospitality, they themselves shall be reduced to the necessity of applying to the poor for the means of subsistence. There is great strength in this expression. It is usually regarded as humiliating to be compelled to ask aid at all; but the idea here is, that they would be reduced to the necessity of asking it of those who themselves needed it, “or would be beggars of beggars.”  (ACC)
20:11 dust. See note on 7:21.

20:12–15 An evil man’s wicked deeds are like tasty food that pleases his palate but turns sour in his stomach.

20:12 HIDES UNDER TONGUE – It is from this passage, probably, that we have derived the phrase, “to roll sin as a sweet morsel under the tongue,” which is often quoted as if it were a part of Scripture. The “meaning” here is, that a man would find pleasure in sin, and would seek to prolong it, as one does the pleasure of eating that which is grateful to the palate by holding it long in the mouth, or by placing it under the tongue.  (ACC)

20:13 CANNOT BEAR TO LET IT GO – He seeks to enjoy it as long as possible. (ACC)

20:15 riches he swallowed. After taking what belonged to the poor (see note on vv. 10, 19). – It is descriptive of the voracity of a wild beast, and means here that he had devoured them eagerly, or voraciously.  (ACC)
          VOMIT THEM UP – The idea is, that he shall lose that which he has acquired, and that it will be attended with loathing. All this is to a great extent true still, and may be applied to those who aim to accumulate wealth, and to lay up ill gotten gold. It will be ruinous to their peace; and the time will come when it will be looked on with inexpressible loathing. (ACC)

20:16 SUCK THE POISON – That which he swallowed as pleasant nutriment, shall become the most deadly poison; or the consequence shall be as if he had sucked the poison of asps. It would seem that the ancients regarded the poison of the serpent as deadly, however, it was taken into the system. They seem not to have been aware that the poison of a wound may be sucked out without injury to him who does it; and that it is necessary that the poison should mingle with the blood to be fatal. (ACC)

          FANGS OF AN ADDER WILL KILL – The early impression probably was, that the injury done by a serpent was by the fiery, forked, and brandished tongue, which was supposed to be sharp and penetrating. It is now known, that the injury is done by the poison ejected through a groove, or orifice in one of the teeth, which is so made as to lie flat on the roof of the mouth, except when the serpent bites, when that tooth is elevated, and penetrates the flesh. (ACC)

20:17 RIVERS FLOWING WITH HONEY AND CREAM – A flood, a rapid, swollen, full stream, would express the idea. These were ideas of beauty and fertility among the Orientals; and where butter and honey were represented as flowing in this manner in a land, it was the highest conception of plenty. A land flowing with milk, honey, and butter, is, in the Scripture, the highest image of prosperity and happiness. (ACC)

20:18 What he toiled for … he will not enjoy. A common theme in wisdom literature (see, e.g., Ecc 2:18–23). – This means that he shall give back the profit of his labor. He shall not be permitted to enjoy it or to consume it.

20:19 OPPRESSED THE POOR…SEIZED HOUSES – That is, by overreaching and harsh dealings he has come in possession of dwellings which he did not build, or purchase in any proper manner. It does not mean that he had done this by violence—for Zophar is not describing a robber, but he means that he took advantage of the needs of the poor and obtained their property. This is often done still. A rich man takes advantage of the needs of the poor, and obtains their little farm or house for much less than it is worth. He takes a mortgage, and then forecloses it, and buys the property himself for much less than its real value, and thus practices a species of the worst kind of robbery. (ACC) – Pharisees were sometimes accused of this.

20:20–25 Although a wicked man may fill his belly, when God vents his anger against him there will be nothing for him to eat.

20:20 HAVE NO RESPITE FROM HIS CRAVING – The sense is, he shall not know peace or tranquility. He shall be agitated and troubled because his appetite could not be satisfied.  (ACC)

20:23 GOD WILL VENT HIS BURNING ANGER – The meaning is, that God would pour down his wrath like a plentiful shower while he was in the act of eating. In the very midst of his enjoyments God would fill him with the tokens of his displeasure. (ACC)
20:24 iron. See note on 19:24. – That is, he shall be exposed to attacks, and shall flee in cowardice and alarm. Bands of robbers shall come suddenly upon him, and he shall have no safety except in flight. (ACC)
20:25 PULLS IT OUT OF HIS BACK – That is, the arrow, or the glittering blade. It has penetrated the body, and passed through it. He shall be pierced through and through. (ACC)

          OUT OF HIS LIVER – Supposed to be the seat of life. (ACC)

20:26 darkness. See note on 10:21. – The word “darkness” here, as is common, means evidently calamity. The phrase “is hid,” means is treasured up for him. The phrase “in his secret places,” may mean “for his treasures,” or instead of the great treasures which he had laid up for himself. The Apostle Paul has a similar expression, in which, perhaps, he makes an allusion to this place. Rom. 2:5.  (ACC)
20:27 See Dt 30:19 and note. – The meaning here is, that the whole creation would conspire against such a man. Heaven and earth would be arrayed against him. The course of events would be so ordered as to seem designed to bring his character out, and to show what he was. He would attempt to conceal his sin, but it would be in vain. He would hide it in his bosom, but it would be developed. He would put on the air of piety and innocence, but his secret sin would be known. (ACC)
20:28 flood … rushing waters. Caused by intermittent streams that can overflow and cause extensive damage during the rainy season (see 6:15–16).

20:29 Like Bildad in 18:21, Zophar concludes his speech with a summary statement in which he claims that all he has said is in accord with God’s plans for judging sinners.

          Such is the fate God allots the wicked. Repeated almost verbatim by Job in 27:13.

