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Job 40 — Behold, I Am Vile — Job Lays His Hand Upon His Mouth,
and the LORD Unveils Behemoth
Job 40: the LORD, still speaking out of the whirlwind, presses his challenge home and calls for an answer; Job
makes his first surrender — 'I will lay mine hand upon my mouth' — but not yet his full repentance. God then
sharpens the question to its moral center ('wilt thou condemn me, that thou mayest be righteous?'), dares Job to
govern the proud if he would save himself, and unveils behemoth, 'the chief of the ways of God,' a colossal creature
Job neither made nor can master. Land of Uz, the patriarchal age; the debate that began on the ash-heap now closes
under the voice from the storm.

For four chapters the wind has been talking. Since 38:1 the LORD has answered Job "out of the whirlwind" — not
with the explanation Job demanded, not with a verdict on his suffering, but with a landslide of questions about the
world: the foundations of the earth, the storehouses of the snow, the wild ass and the ostrich and the war-horse who
laughs at fear. Job had spent thirty chapters building a legal case, subpoenaing God, insisting on his day in court.
And when God finally takes the stand, he does not argue the case. He asks Job whether Job could run a single
morning of the cosmos. Chapter 40 is where that interrogation turns and asks for a plea.

Hebrew Word Studies
rib (H7378) / yakhach (H3198) (חַכָי / ביִר) — to contend, bring a lawsuit, dispute / to reprove, correct, argue a case v. 2.

Two legal verbs frame God's opening challenge, and both are Job's own words handed back to him. Rib is the lawsuit — the
formal contention Job kept demanding: "Behold now, I have ordered my cause; I know that I shall be justified" (13:18); "I
would order my cause before him, and fill my mouth with arguments" (23:4). It is the word the prophets use when the LORD
"hath a controversy (rib) with his people" (Mic. 6:2; Hos. 4:1) — a covenant lawsuit. Yakhach is the courtroom's other side: to
reprove, to set right, to argue a case to its correction. Job had said, "I know that thou wilt bring me to death" but still "I will
maintain (argue) mine own ways before him" (13:15). Now God gathers both verbs into a single sentence: shall the one who
brings the lawsuit reprove the Judge? The genius is that God does not forbid the lawsuit — he lets it proceed, and simply
invites Job to notice who is instructing whom. It is the same tenderness Isaiah records when the LORD says, "Come now, and
let us reason together (a courtroom word), though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow" (Isa. 1:18). God is
not afraid of our arguments. He answers them by showing us Himself, until the argument quietly runs out of things to say.

qalal (H7043) / anah (H6030) (הָנָע / לַלָק) — to be light, slight, of small account / to answer, respond, reply vv. 4–5.
"Behold, I am vile." The word is qalal — its root sense is to be light, weightless, of little consequence, the opposite of kabod
(glory, which literally means weight). Job is not saying "I am wicked"; he is saying "I am light — I threw around words that
had no weight to back them." It is the honest recoil of a man who has just felt the actual kabod of God and knows how little
his own arguments weighed on that scale. Then comes the twice-repeated verb of the whole scene: anah, "to answer." It is the
word that opened the chapter — "the LORD answered Job" (v. 1) — and it is the word Job now refuses: "I will not answer... I
will proceed no further" (v. 5). The God who answers has spoken; the man who demanded to answer back lays his hand on his
mouth. It is the same silencing the nobles show in 29:9, who "laid their hand on their mouth" before Job in his greatness —
Job now does before God what the great once did before him. The gesture reappears at the climax of Isaiah's servant song,
where kings "shall shut their mouths at him" (Isa. 52:15), and in the Psalmist's "I was dumb, I opened not my mouth; because
thou didst it" (Ps. 39:9). Job, who added speech to speech for thirty chapters, will not add a word. The eloquence stops not
because he is forbidden but because, in the Presence, there is nothing left to say that would not be light. Wisdom, it turns out,
sometimes sounds exactly like a closed mouth: "even a fool, when he holdeth his peace, is counted wise" (Prov. 17:28).

mishpat (H4941) / tsadaq — via rasha (H7561) (עַׁשָר / טָּפְׁשִמ) — judgment, justice, the right ordering of things / to
condemn, declare wicked, pronounce guilty v. 8. The chapter's theological heart hides in two words. Mishpat is "judgment"
— but it is far larger than a single verdict; it is God's whole ordering of what is right, the justice by which the world is
governed. Job's temptation was to "disannul" it — to break, frustrate, set aside God's ordering of things — in order to keep his
own innocence intact. And the verb translated "condemn," from the root behind rasha, means to declare wicked, pronounce
guilty, put in the wrong. Put them together and the sentence is merciless in its precision: will you overturn my justice and
pronounce me guilty, so that you can come out innocent? The zero-sum logic is exactly what God will not accept — as though
righteousness were a fixed quantity that Job can only gain by taking it from God. Scripture insists the opposite everywhere:
"shall not the Judge (the doer of mishpat) of all the earth do right?" (Gen. 18:25); "he is the Rock, his work is perfect: for all
his ways are judgment (mishpat): a God of truth and without iniquity, just and right is he" (Deut. 32:4). Job will finally land
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there — not by winning his case but by dropping it, discovering that the God he tried to convict was the only ground on which
he could ever stand acquitted. The self-justifying instinct that would rather blame heaven than bend is precisely the "natural
man" who is "an enemy to God" until he yields (Mosiah 3:19). Righteousness was never something Job could win from God.
It was only ever something God could give.

behemoth (H930) / reshith (H7225) / asah (H6213) (הָׂשָע / תיִׁשאֵר / תֹומֵהְּב) — behemoth — a great beast
(plural-of-majesty form of "beast") / chief, first, beginning, firstfruits / to make, do, fashion vv. 15, 19. The creature's
name, behemoth, is the ordinary word for "beast" (behemah) swollen into a plural of majesty — the Beast of beasts,
beastliness raised to its highest power. And what God calls him is the surprise: "He is the chief (reshith) of the ways of God."
Reshith is a mighty word — it is the "firstfruits" Israel offered before enjoying any harvest, the first and best; it is even the
second word of the Hebrew Bible, "In the beginning (bereshith) God created." To name behemoth the reshith of God's ways is
to call him the firstfruits of the works, the showpiece of the creation. Yet the same verse that crowns him also cages him: "he
that made him (asah, the plain verb of creation, the word for God's work in Gen. 1) can make his sword to approach unto
him." The masterpiece is still a made thing; the Maker holds the sword. That is the whole argument of the theophany in one
animal. Behemoth is bigger than Job, and God is infinitely bigger than behemoth — so the distance between Job and God is
not a distance a lawsuit could ever close. And the tone, remember, is behold — wonder, not scorn. The same God who can
undo his greatest beast with a stroke also "made him with thee," fellow-creatures under one Hand. Smallness before such a
Maker is not a wound; it is a homecoming. "When I consider... the moon and the stars, which thou hast ordained; what is man,
that thou art mindful of him?" (Ps. 8:3–4) — and the wonder of that psalm is not that man is nothing, but that the Maker of
behemoth is mindful even so.

From the Chapter's Architecture
Notice, too, the deliberate withholding. God does not resolve the theodicy. Not a word about the wager, the Accuser, the reasons.
The book has decided — and the Spirit behind the book has decided — that the deepest answer to the suffering of the righteous is
not information but encounter. The WHY is never converted into a because; it is converted into a WHO. Chapter 40 is the pivot on
which that conversion turns: it is where the man who wanted a reason begins, instead, to receive a Presence. The full turn
completes in 42 — "I have heard of thee by the hearing of the ear: but now mine eye seeth thee" (42:5) — but it is here in 40, with
the hand over the mouth, that the ear falls silent enough for the eye to open.


