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INTRODUCTION

 
THE Book of Job is among the other Old Testament Books

both a philosophical riddle and a historical riddle. It is the
philosophical riddle that concerns us in such an
introduction as this; so we may dismiss first the few words
of general explanation or warning which should be said
about the historical aspect. Controversy has long raged
about which parts of this epic belong to its original scheme
and which are interpolations of considerably later date. The
doctors disagree, as it is the business of doctors to do; but
upon the whole the trend of investigation has always been
in the direction of maintaining that the parts interpolated,
if any, were the prose prologue and epilogue and possibly
the speech of the young man who comes in with an apology
at the end. I do not profess to be competent to decide such
questions. But whatever decision the reader may come to
concerning them, there is a general truth to be
remembered in this connection. When you deal with any
ancient artistic creation do not suppose that it is anything
against it that it grew gradually. The Book of Job may have
grown gradually just as Westminster Abbey grew gradually.
But the people who made the old folk poetry, like the
people who made Westminster Abbey, did not attach that
importance to the actual date and the actual author, that
importance which is entirely the creation of the almost
insane individualism of modern times. We may put aside
the case of Job, as one complicated with religious
difficulties, and take any other, say the case of the Iliad.
Many people have maintained the characteristic formula of
modern skepticism, that Homer was not written by Homer,
but by another person of the same name. Just in the same
way many have maintained that Moses was not Moses but



another person called Moses. But the thing really to be
remembered in the matter of the Iliad is that if other
people did interpolate the passages, the thing did not
create the same sense of shock as would be created by
such proceedings in these individualistic times. The
creation of the tribal epic was to some extent regarded as a
tribal work, like the building of the tribal temple. Believe
then, if you will, that the prologue of Job and the epilogue
and the speech of Elihu are things inserted after the
original work was composed. But do not suppose that such
insertions have that obvious and spurious character which
would belong to any insertions in a modern individualistic
book. Do not regard the insertions as you would regard a
chapter in George Meredith which you afterwards found
had not been written by George Meredith, or half a scene
in Ibsen which you found had been cunningly sneaked in by
Mr. William Archer. Remember that this old world which
made these old poems like the Iliad and Job, always kept
the tradition of what it was making. A man could almost
leave a poem to his son to be finished as he would have
finished it, just as a man could leave a field to his son, to be
reaped as he would have reaped it. What is called Homeric
unity may be a fact or not. The Iliad may have been written
by one man. It may have been written by a hundred men.
But let us remember that there was more unity in those
times in a hundred men than there is unity now in one man.
Then a city was like one man. Now one man is like a city in
civil war.

Without going, therefore, into questions of unity as
understood by the scholars, we may say of the scholarly
riddle that the book has unity in the sense that all great
traditional creations have unity; in the sense that
Canterbury Cathedral has unity. And the same is broadly
true of what I have called the philosophical riddle. There is
a real sense in which the Book of Job stands apart from
most of the books included in the canon of the Old



Testament. But here again those are wrong who insist on
the entire absence of unity. Those are wrong who maintain
that the Old Testament is a mere loose library; that it has
no consistency or aim. Whether the result was achieved by
some supernal spiritual truth, or by a steady national
tradition, or merely by an ingenious selection in after
times, the books of the Old Testament have a quite
perceptible unity. To attempt to understand the Old
Testament without realizing this main idea is as absurd as
it would be to study one of Shakespeare's plays without
realizing that the author of them had any philosophical
object at all. It is as if a man were to read the history of
Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, thinking all the time that he
was reading what really purported to be the history of an
old Danish pirate prince. Such a reader would not realize at
all that Hamlet's procrastination was on the part of the
poet intentional. He would merely say, " How long
Shakespeare's hero does take to kill his enemy." So speak
the Biblesmashers, who are unfortunately always at bottom
Bible worshippers. They do not understand the special tone
and intention of the Old Testament; they do not understand
its main idea, which is the idea of all men being merely the
instruments of a higher power.

Those, for instance, who complain of the atrocities and
treacheries of the judges and prophets of Israel have really
got a notion in their head that has nothing to do with the
subject. They are too Christian. They are reading back into
the pre-Christian scriptures a purely Christian idea — the
idea of saints, the idea that the chief instruments of God
are very particularly good men. This is a deeper, a more
daring, and a more interesting idea than the old Jewish
one. It is the idea that innocence has about it something
terrible which in the long run makes and re-makes empires
and the world. But the Old Testament idea was much more
what may be called the common-sense idea, that strength is
strength, that cunning is cunning, that worldly success is



worldly success, and that Jehovah uses these things for His
own ultimate purpose, just as He uses natural forces or
physical elements. He uses the strength of a hero as He
uses that of a Mammoth — without any particular respect
for the Mammoth. I cannot comprehend how it is that so
many simpleminded sceptics have read such stories as the
fraud of Jacob and supposed that the man who wrote it
(whoever he was) did not know that Jacob was a sneak just
as well as we do. The primeval human sense of honor does
not change so much as that. But these simpleminded
sceptics are, like the majority of modern sceptics.
Christians. They fancy that the patriarchs must be meant
for patterns; they fancy that Jacob was being set up as
some kind of saint; and in that case I do not wonder that
they are a little startled. That is not the atmosphere of the
Old Testament at all. The heroes of the Old Testament are
not the sons of God, but the slaves of God, gigantic and
terrible slaves, like the genii, who were the slaves of
Aladdin.

The central idea of the great part of the Old Testament
may be called the idea of the loneliness of God. God is not
the only chief character of the Old Testament; God is
properly the only character in the Old Testament.
Compared with His clearness of purpose all the other wills
are heavy and automatic, like those of animals; compared
with His actuality all the sons of flesh are shadows. Again
and again the note is struck, "With whom hath he taken
counsel? " "I have trodden the wine press alone, and of the
peoples there was no man with me." All the patriarchs and
prophets are merely His tools or weapons; for the Lord is a
man of war. He uses Joshua like an axe or Moses like a
measuring rod. For Him Samson is only a sword and Isaiah
a trumpet. The saints of Christianity are supposed to be
like God, to be, as it were, little statuettes of Him. The Old
Testament hero is no more supposed to be of the same


