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Job’s Wife in the Book of Job –

Re-visioning Her Function in the Story and in the 

Transformation of Job’s Theology

“Isaac Stern, the famous violinist, once said that there is no
casual note within a song. In other words,
every note is important within a song.
Likewise, every character is important within a story.”

David J. A. Cline suggests in his commentary, Job 1-20, that “no one can say, and certainly not this commentator, what the Book of Job is all about, not even given unlimited space and time. For it is part of the Book’s greatness that whenever we think we have it mastered, it surprises us with new angles that we realize we haven’t yet properly taken into consideration.”
  
He proceeds to state that “the second drawback is that ‘what the book is all about’ – which is to say, its meaning – varies from reader to reader.”


While Cline’s remarks regarding the challenges of interpreting the Book of Job are astute, they seem particularly relevant when the reader attempts to interpret the function of Job’s wife in the story and in the transformation of his theology. Although there are only brief references to Job’s wife throughout the Book of Job, there are extremely diverse interpretations of her character, intentions, and contributions. Job’s wife is unnamed, and her presence is only inferred in the prologue and in the epilogue when the text mentions Job has children. Further, Job’s wife has only one line of speech in the entire book where: “His wife said to him, ‘Are you still maintaining your integrity? Curse God and die!”




F. Rachel Magdalene aptly summarizes the numerous and varied traditional interpretations of Job’s wife in, Job’s Wife as a Hero: A Feminist-Forensic Reading of the Book of Job, when she writes,  

“Prior scholarship has not been generally kind to Mrs. Job. The vitriolic, anti-female 
readings of this literary event are almost as legendary as her words. Augustine considered 
her the second Eve, one of Satan's handmaidens. He was not alone among ancient 
commentators. Many modern interpreters do no better. For example, N. Habel agrees 
with Augustine that Mrs. Job is Satan's handmaiden, saying that she "serves as the 
earthly mouthpiece for a hidden Satan." M.D. Coogan maintains: "She is a stock figure 
whose only part is a nag brusquely reproaching her husband for his piety; of the fate 
of their ten children she has nothing to say." Many commentators simply ignore Mrs. Job. 
Fortunately, a number of contemporary scholars have been more sympathetic…Quite a 
few scholars now suggest that Mrs. Job simply takes pity on him. D.J.A. Clines, relying 
on the work of S. Terrien, declares: "It is an impious suggestion she makes, but it does 
not arise out of impiety; it is human and entirely for Job's benefit, this theological method 
of committing euthanasia.”


This essay will briefly survey six of these traditional interpretations of Job’s wife, raised by theologians and scholars, and then focus on a more recent interpretation which more positively views her function within the Book of Job and her contribution to the transformation of Job’s theology This paper will briefly discuss the interpretative traditions of Job’s wife where she is largely ignored, where she is envisioned as a harpy and agent of Satan, where she is interpreted as being sympathetic and wishing an end to his misery, where she is viewed as encouraging Job to curse God and thus ultimately invite his own death, and where she is interpreted to be a messenger of God and satan. Finally, the paper will discuss an alternative interpretation that views Job’s wife in a more favorable and heroic light and which interprets her comment as being a catalyst that ignites Job’s transformation.


Ultimately, this paper will conclude by arguing that of these vastly divergent interpretations, the latter is the most plausible, where Job’s wife’s comment is seen as the catalyst for his subsequent theological transformation and that Job’s repentance and his treatment of his daughters in the epilogue affirms that such a transformation in his faith and theology has in fact occurred. Roger John Scholtz in his doctoral thesis,  “Now My Eyes Have Seen You”: Re-Visioning Job’s Wife in the Book of Job, supports this conclusion when he “argues that the book of Job charts the journey of transformation undertaken by Job to a new vision of God and a liberated experience of faith; and that a key catalyst in this journey was his wife.”
 

One of the traditional interpretations of Job’s wife is where she is largely minimized, ignored, and deemed as being immaterial.  Roger Scholtz states, “Job’s wife has suffered a long history of unjust marginalization. Many theologians and scholars have interpreted the few words she utters in her brief appearance in the book of Job as being negative, and as a result either vilified or simply ignored her. Accordingly, she has come to be seen as a minor character who is mostly irrelevant to the interpretation of the book as a whole.”
 This traditional interpretation is partially rooted in the perception that because the women are minimally referenced throughout the book, this equates to a negligible contribution to the story. Further, Cline contends that because males throughout history had greater public influence and were predominantly the early translators, and perceived females as being inferior, the end result was that, “Biblical texts come of course from male-dominated societies and reflect male interests…”
 

Yet, other scholars such as Karl G. Wilcox challenged this marginalization of Job’s wife because they concluded that she is not, “absent in the prologue, even though she is not explicitly named. Her presence is implied by virtue of Job’s status as husband and father; they constitute a joint-parental unit” and “that although she is not explicitly nominated in the prologue or the epilogue, she makes a dramatic appearance in the main narrative (2.9) where she displays

both subjective agency, and a point of view contrary to her husband.”
 

A second traditional interpretation of Job’s wife portrays her as a sympathetic and compassionate wife who humanely encourages him to let go and die, so he will no longer have to suffer, while still maintaining his integrity.
 Edith Deene in All the Women in the Bible suggests, “no doubt Job’s wife regarded a quick death as better than long-drawn-out suffering” and “such a piece of advice as she gave him in his affliction could have been inspired by sympathy and love”.
 Sue and Larry Richards in Every Women in the Bible echo this idea when they write, “Love undoubtedly moved Job’s wife to release him by her words. Even though she would be left a penniless widow and alone, at least Job’s sufferings would end.”
 

Yet, there are many other theologians, scholars, and writers who question this interpretation, one of whom is Rachel F. Magdalene. In Job’s Wife: A Feminist-Forensic Reading of the Book of Job Magdalene argues that pity and love are not sufficiently valid reasons to justify this interpretation.
 She suggests that there is no way a woman, after suffering such significant losses, would now precipitate the loss of her husband which would “leave her ostracized and destitute because widows without male relatives or substantial financial resources could be in precarious circumstances in the Near Middle East.”


A third traditional interpretation is a less flattering view of Job’s wife. Tremper Longman III in his commentary, Job, summarizes this viewpoint when he writes that while Job’s wife believes in his innocence, she is instructing Job to curse God because, “she likely believes that death is better than the suffering he is now enduring” and “he can end it all by cursing God, who would then, presumably, kill him.”
 This interpretation is proposing she is a shrew who is essentially encouraging Job to commit a form of suicide.
 These interpretations are primarily based on the “assumption God would retaliate if Job cursed him to his face, as the satan suggests earlier.”


In contrast, many other scholars and theologians suggest that this cannot be a definitive interpretation because the “significance of the word ‘curse’ is ambiguous, and the narrator of the frame story uses the word variously.”
 Yiu Sang Lau elaborates on this point in his doctoral thesis when he asserts that the original Hebrew word could be translated as either “bless” or “curse”.
 Steve Thompson further unfolds this idea in, What Job’s Wife Really Said, when he writes that the, “Hebrew word barak occurs over 325 times in the Old Testament, most frequently “to bless” in the sense of giving benefits” and then proceeds to also mention that there are “three other additional options for understanding her final three words: “thank God” or “kneel down before God!” or “be strong before God.”


Therefore, the third interpretation, which suggests that Job’s wife is urging Job to curse God as a form of suicide is questionable simply because of the ambiguity of the original Hebrew word that can be interpreted numerous ways. Further, the perception that she encouraged Job to curse God is unlikely because in the epilogue when God reprimands Job’s male companions because they did not speak rightly about Him, he does not make any reference to Job’s wife, which He would surely have done had He interpreted her comment in this way.


Another early interpretation, and one that has persisted to some degree with modern day exegesis of the Book of Job, is that Job’s wife was a messenger of God and the satan.
 This perception stems from the connection theologians and scholars make between her comments and the comments made in earlier passages by God and the satan in the heavenly assembly.
 So “although the reference to Job’s wife is very brief, the content of her speech is significant for how it relates to the heavenly dialogue and for what this connection reveals about the nature of her comments.”
 Lau clarifies this further when he suggests that, “the speech of Job's wife resembles partly on God's praise of Job's integrity in 2:3b (“… And he still holds fast his integrity"), and partly on the satan's prediction of Job's response as a result of suffering in 2:5b ("... he will surely curse you to your face").
 The fact that Job’s wife’s words so closely resemble the words spoken by both God and the satan may appear to support the idea that she could have been a special messenger of both God and the satan.

Many of the earliest theologians and writers were even more nuanced regarding this interpretation and suggested that she was just the messenger for satan. “Augustine described her as the ‘devil’s assistant’ (diabloc adjustrix) and Calvin called her ‘Satan’s tool’. Thomas Aquinas and John Chrystostom shared the view that the devil spared Job’s wife so as to use her as a scourge to afflict him more acutely.”
 

“By contrast, William Blake’s artistic exposition of the Book of Job imaginatively portrayed Job’s wife in a radical new light. His re-visioning of her invites a fresh consideration of her presence and influence within the book as a whole.”
 While Blake was an artist and not a theologian, his creative rendering of Job’s wife depicted her in an affirmative light whilst she remained quiet but present throughout Job’s trials. Blake’s artistry conveyed her as being caring, capable of expressing a wide range of emotion, “possessing strength and insight”, and as being a positive influence on her husband and children.
 

While Blake’s artistic interpretation is definitely more of an imaginative interpretative than being an exegetically sound interpretation, it had the effect of encouraging scholars and theologians to at least reconsider Job’s wife and her contribution to the Book of Job. Anne Steward in her article, Job’s Wife and Her Interpreters, concurs with this idea when she suggests that “Given the primarily negative characterization of Job’s wife in the Christian interpretative tradition” surely a fresh analysis and interpretation of Job’s wife and daughters is at least worthy of consideration.
 

As a result, despite the durability of the more traditional interpretations that have been surveyed in this paper, there are contemporary theologians and academics who have more recently scrutinized Job’s wife and her contributions through alternative lens - a feminist reading and/or an interpretative perspective.
  These new interpretative perspectives question the traditional, patriarchal interpretations for a variety of reasons, but predominantly because they suggest that these interpretations were influenced by the patriarchal culture of the period when the book was written and as it was later interpreted. And as a result, Job’s wife, like many of the women in Scripture, was unjustifiably ignored, minimized, marginalized or criticized.

Cline concurs with this perspective when he declares that, “Biblical texts come of course from male-dominated societies and reflect males interests…” and therefore, “the book, not surprisingly, thus subserves the outlook of an unthinkingly male-orientated culture that weighty matters of intellectual and theological inquiry are the preserve of males, and that women have no place in that discussion.”
 Katherine Low also asserts that the, "patriarchal character of the book becomes dramatically apparent. Although [Job’s wife] is inflicted by the same disasters as Job, apart from the disease, her suffering is not recognized; in fact, she herself is hardly mentioned.”
 

In addition, because the early historical interpreters also lived within a male-dominated culture they would have regarded women as being inferior. Therefore, as they interpreted Scripture and wrote commentaries they tended to ignore or minimize the females and their influence within the Scriptural narratives, believing them to be incidental. 

Revisiting and re-visioning Job’s wife and her contributions to the biblical narrative through a feminist lens has resulted in another, more recent interpretation, where “the picture that emerges is of a woman of strength and insight who shaped the lives of her husband and children in significant ways, drawing them into a transformed perspective of the world in which the beauties and ambiguities of life can be celebrated. Such a re-visioning of Job’s wife enables a fresh hearing of her words, in which she emerges as a key character in the interpretation of the book.”
 Magdalene goes so far as to envision Job’ wife as a hero when she writes, “Rather, she is attempting to maintain her husband's integrity, nay his very humanity and his normative-legal world, in the face of a God who appears to be torturously violent and unjust, and she succeeds. She moves both Job and God. In the process, she becomes a quiet hero, both in the story and beyond.”
 


The key themes to this interpretative view are that Job’s wife affirms his integrity, she is a messenger and a “forerunner of God as she courageously sows the seeds of a bold new understanding of faith that will be fleshed out in the divine speeches in all its vibrant, stirring glory”, and she is a positive catalyst in Job’s transformation and the refinement of his theology.
 


This interpretation draws some inferences from the text that they believe ought to influence how she, and her statement, are to be understood. Firstly, the interpretation assumes that as his wife and companion of many years she would have known Job better than any others, including his companions. Therefore, the first half of her statement is to be most accurately understood as reflecting her confidence in his piousness and innocence, in contrast to it being interpreted as a sarcastic or challenging comment that questioned his integrity as traditional interpretations have previously suggested. This view also proposes that her certainty in his innocence and integrity is substantiated by the fact that her comment echoes and repeats God’s assurances of Job’s integrity in His heavenly discussions with the satan.

Her repetition of God’s words has contributed to some academics suggesting that she was a messenger, and a forerunner, for God and His speeches.
 Therefore, proposing that she was a messenger conveying the words of God spoken in the heavenly courts in the prologue and who was highlighting or prophesizing God’s visions and words in His divine speeches at the conclusion of the book. 

Thirdly, many theologians and academics have interpreted her comment as a powerful catalyst that inspired Job’s moral development and theological transformation.
 Cline addresses this point when he states, 

“She has immediately, or (shall we say?) instinctively, seen what Job will take some time 
to realize, that he cannot both hold fast his integrity and bless God; either Job or God 
must be guilty. Though Job never does ‘curse’ God, strictly speaking, his railing, ranting, 
protesting, and summoning of his divine assailant is nothing like ‘blessing’ God either. 
Though he does not follow his wife’s advice to the letter, he is from this point onward 
infused by its spirit.”


Carol Newsom and Sharon Ringe in the Women’s Bible Commentary, highlight that it is immediately after her comment that Job utters one quick rebuttal and then falls silent for seven days. They submit that it is in this seven-day period where Job spends time reflecting on his theology, suffering, and his wife’s comment and that, “when he finally speaks in chapter 3, his words sound distinctly like those of his wife.”
 Thus it is through this period of reflection where “his wife’s troubling questions become his own.”
 Her one statement becomes a major catalyst in that it challenges him to think by “awakening doubt in him. Job is no longer sure of anything and begins to ask himself questions.”
 They aptly point out that she recognizes “what is at stake theologically in innocent suffering: the conflict between innocence and integrity on the one hand, and an affirmation of God, on the other. It is the issue that Job will struggle with in the following chapters.”


Magdalene reinforces this idea when she writes, 


“Why is Mrs. Job's pericope included in the book of Job? It is to move Job from 
compliance to resistance. It is to rebirth Job's identity. She does not offer many words, 
but their effect is great. Mrs. Job's voice moves Job's voice. Her words make the rest of 
the story possible.”
 


Job’s speeches, occurring after her comment, support this interpretation in that they verify that he has moved from feeling certain of his theology, to feeling confused as he struggles to understand why God has allowed him to suffer. His emotions after her comment have become increasingly raw and aggressive as demonstrated by his intensified grief, complaining, openly challenging God, and even questioning God’s character. In addition, Job’s speeches reveal that he had begun to wrestle with his understanding and perception of the issues of suffering, oppression, wisdom, and whether his reward and retribution theology could effectively respond to an innocent man suffering. He was beginning to question the traditional reward and retribution theology and the patriarchal wisdom tradition.
 But ultimately it was through his deep reflection, wrestling with his theology, and God’s speeches that Job’s eyes and heart opened, his understanding of God deepened, and his theology was clarified and enriched. 

The epilogue confirms that Job has been radically transformed as evidenced by his confession and repentance, forgiving his companions, and taking the risk to have more children after having experienced the devastating loss of his ten children. Ellen Davis theorizes in Getting Involved with God: Rediscovering the Old Testament, “that it is not only his theology that is renewed; it is his whole mind” and the “clearest expression of the renewal of Job’s mind is not anything he says. It is his willingness to have more children….to trust God with more defenseless children… and open himself to the terrible vulnerability of loving those whom he cannot protect against suffering and untimely death.”
 

Job’s transformation is also affirmed in the brief reference to his treatment of his three daughters in the epilogue, which differs from his treatment of his three daughters in the prologue. While his first three daughters had a greater degree of freedom than most young daughters in the Ancient Near East because they were permitted to attend festivities at their brothers’ homes, they remained unnamed in the narrative. Thus it is noteworthy that in the epilogue Job gave his three daughters both names and an inheritance.
  Meyers highlights the importance of this when she writes, “Job undermines patriarchal conventions not only as a name-giver by also in his distribution of property.”
 She proceeds to clarify that this is important because, “according to biblical law (see Numbers 36), only in the absence of male heirs were daughters permitted to receive their father’s estate.”
 

Thus, Job’s electing to step outside of biblical law and patriarchal conventions confirms that he has been transformed through his suffering, his subsequent wrestling with his theology, and God’s response. He has been freed to follow God, whom he had previously heard about, but now has had the opportunity to truly see and hear. Through God’s speeches Job finally grasped God’s amazing power and creativity.  He grasped that God creates and manages His creation with freedom and a wild, joy-filled abandon. And that while God loves every creature He creates, He will not allow Himself to be pinned down by humans, allowing them to confine Him into neat little boxes of human reason and insufficient explanations. Finally, it is evident that Job has moved from a blind and absolute belief in the doctrine of retribution, towards accepting that it is possible for innocent and pious people to suffer and face trials.


In conclusion, while there have been many interpretations of Job’s wife, her comment and her contribution to the Book of Job, the interpretation most worthy of consideration is the most recent interpretations that perceive her as being an insightful, compassionate woman whose comment acts as a catalyst for Job’s moral and theological transformation.


 Her comment, combined with Job’s affirmed integrity yet experiencing tremendous losses and trials, is the spark that motivates Job to confront and wrestle with why a good God allows good people to suffer. The shift in Job’s feelings, attitude, and language after her comment does suggest that her question provoked him to ask questions and challenge God in a way he might not have otherwise. Further, the epilogue, which specifically mentions Job’s treatment of his daughters, affirms that the process triggered by her question ends positively with his transformation and a deeper appreciation and understanding of God. Finally, God’s response in the epilogue also affirms this more positive view of Job’s wife and her comment. In the narrative’s conclusion, God expresses displeasure with Job and his companions’ comments, but He makes no reference to Job’s wife or her comment. This suggests that He did not view it with the same displeasure as he did the males’ responses.  For her comment, unlike Job’s companions’ comments, had encouraged Job to hold onto his integrity, but have the strength and courage to boldly question God and re-think the doctrine of reward and retribution. 


Therefore, it is a valid interpretation to re-vision her comment as being a significant impetus for Job’s grappling with and then growing to accept the tension between being a man of integrity and deep faith, and the possibility of experiencing unpredictable rewards and retributions.
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