
Divine Justice (Theodicy), Innocent Suffering, & Dual 

Retribution (Causality) in Ancient Near Eastern Wisdom 

Thought & in Biblical Wisdom Literature

PART I:

Retribution & Theodicy

In any discussion of theodicy (justifying the ways of God / the righteousness of God) 

certain components come into play: 

  1) humans assessment of the justice, righteousness, fairness of the actions of the

                            deity;

 2) the presence of a righteous individual (i.e. the reality of innocent suffering);

 3) a principle of dual retribution or causality;1

  4) the degree of “tightness” that exists in the causal linkages between an act and

                             its consequence.

The third and fourth components require further comment. With respect to the principle of 

causality, the issue is discerning what dynamics are at work in the cosmos which link human 

decisions and actions (good or bad) to their consequences (blessing or suffering).  The following 

mathematical / logical categories have been proposed to help clarify the possibilities.2  These 

categories are divided into those dynamics which provide for a generic “loose causal weave” or 

linkage [a + b], and those that result in a “tight causal weave”3 / linkage [a + b] + [c + d]: 
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_________________________

1By “dual retribution” we refer to the common concept in the ancient Near East (ANE) 

that (1) those persons who align their living with creational structures and / or the divine will will  

prosper or flourish; (2) those persons who do not align their living with creational structures and  

/ or the divine will will not prosper nor flourish (see note 5 below for definition of creational 

structures).

2What follows is a modification of the work of John H. Walton, Ancient Israelite 

Literature in its Cultural Context: A Survey of Parallels Between Biblical and Ancient Near 

Eastern Texts (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1989), 180-81. 

3For use and discussion of this terminology see Terence E. Fretheim, God and World in 

the Old Testament: A Relational Theology of Creation (Nashville: Abingdon, 2005), 199-247; 

269-84



 POSITING A GENERIC OR “LOOSE CAUSAL WEAVE” [a + b]4

(a) PROPOSITION:   If a person lives in keeping with creational structures,5 he or she will                                

                                prosper or flourish;

(b) INVERSE:          If a person does not live in keeping with creational structures, he or          

                                           she will not prosper or flourish; 

POSITING A “TIGHT CAUSAL WEAVE” [a + b + c + d]

(c) CONVERSE:        If a person is prospering or flourishing, then he or she must be living

                                            in alignment with creational structures;

(d) CONTRAPOSITIVE:    If a person is not prospering or flourishing then he or she must        

                                         not be living in alignment with creational structures;

  

As one can see, in the case of innocent suffering, a crisis of theodicy escalates relative to the 

perceived tightness of causal linkages. 

 Wolfram von Soden has shown that even in the case of innocent suffering certain factors 

in addition to a tight causal linkage must also be present in order to create a serious theodicean 

problem. We present these factors here with slight modification:6
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_________________________

4This “loose causal weave” is not in any way automatic or mechanistic. It should be 

understood (and was so understood by the ancients) as “rule of thumb”.

5“Creational structures” in our use refers to cosmogony, not cosmology. Such a statement 

requires that we define terms. First it is necessary to delineate cosmology from cosmogony. 

Cosmology refers to the material phenomena of the universe or cosmos. Thus cosmology as 

known to the ancients might refer to sky, land, water, sun, moon, stars etc.. On the other hand, 

cosmogony refers to limits, values, mores, standards, and categories of societal institutions that 

reflect these standards which are established at the moment of creation, thereby legitimating them 

(cf. Richard Clifford, Creation Accounts in the Ancient Near East and in the Bible, CBQMS 26 

(Washington, D.C.: Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1994), 1-10. 

The specifics of “creational structures” (cosmogony) varied among cultures in the ancient 

Near East. Nevertheless, every culture looked to values and standards established at creation to 

order and legitimate its moral and ethical outlook and its social institutions. 

Israel anchored her wisdom and retribution thought in creation theology and creation 

structures. For Israel these were functions of the core character and relational nature of Yahweh. 

Thus, in the ultimate analysis there can be no tension between creation and covenant in Israel 

(“Hear, O Israel, Yahweh is our God; Yahweh is ONE”).  Nevertheless, as we shall see, Yahweh 

as sovereign would stand above and ultimately against the gross misunderstanding and abuse of 

both Israel’s creation cosmogony and her covenantal theology. 



1)  there must be a clear way to discern  right and wrong so that the sufferer could  

                  reasonably claim that his or her suffering actually was unmerited;

2)  individual human persons must be considered sufficiently significant in the scheme of 

things so as to warrant or require justification for personal suffering;

 3)  there must be minimal competition among the deities of any given pantheon;  

                  otherwise jealousy might lead a given deity to punish a human for his or her devotion                  

       to another deity; 

4)  there must be a limited view of blessing and punishment in an afterlife so that there is 

a felt need for divine justice to be meted out here and now on earth before death.

According to von Soden, if any of these four factors is lacking (or diminished [JDF]), what 

otherwise might create an intractable theodicean problem could be forestalled. This is so because 

the perceived tight causal weave is thereby loosened and the perceived “absolute” aspect of the 

dual retribution principle is qualified or relativized. Though the question of theodicy is not totally 

resolved by such a qualification, a way opens that potentially lets divinity “off the hook,” as it 

were. 

 Let’s briefly consider how each of these factors of von Rad (numbered 1 - 4 above) is 

expressed in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Israel, respectively. We will indicate the presence or 

absence of each numbered factor by (+) or (–) respectively. Equivocal or qualified presence or 

absence of a given factor is signified by [(+)] or [(–)] respectively. 

     Mesopotamia  Egypt  Israel

1)          (–)     [(+)]    (+) 

2)          (–)     [(+)]    (+)

3)                  (–)                           (–)                 (+)

4)                  (+)                         [(–)]                (+)  
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___________________________

6Wolfram von Soden, “Das Fragen nach der Gerichtigkeit Gottes im Alten Orient,” 

MDOG 96 (1965): 41-59 (all emphasis is my own).



Obviously, to the degree that von Rad’s thesis is true, the potential for a serious theodicean crisis 

is significantly greater in Israelite society than in either Egypt or Mesopotamia. This conclusion 

is confirmed in the literatures of these cultures. It is to Israel’s wisdom-retribution literature that 

we now turn.

______________________

PART II: 

Israel’s Instructional Wisdom—Proverbs 

Chapters 10:1-31:9 of  the book of Proverbs preserves the earliest compendium of 

Israelite instructional wisdom. The Israelite sages who authored  / compiled the individual 

sayings of these collections shared with the ANE a generic understanding of dual causality 

reflected in dynamics [a +b] above.  

Proverbs 1-9 is of such a different character than the individual sayings that comprise 

10:1-31:9 it must have been written / compiled in a later time. These chapters function as a 

theological preface to the collections of instruction that follow. As such, this preface takes pains 

to nest Israel’s wisdom thought in a unique creational matrix that is explicitly theological. This is 

a way of emphasizing that Israel’s cosmological and cosmogonic foundation for wisdom was 

informed by the core character and relational nature of Yahweh. With such a foundation, the 

sages’ observations of physical phenomena, analysis of their own and other human experiences, 

creaturely activity, and human actions and their consequences comprised a theological enterprise 

characterized as living in “the fear of Yahweh”.  

 There is much in Prov 1-9 that is didactic in tone and deuteronomic in flavor. Both 

Deuteronomy (27:9-28:68; 29:18-30:20) and Proverbs (2:16-22; 4:5-19; 6:20-35; 7:1-8:11; 8:32-

9:18), set forth the “doctrine” of the two ways—corresponding to the way of life (blessing) on the 

one hand and the way of death (curse) on the other. Thus, both covenantal theology and wisdom 

thought in Israel exhibit a “theory” of dual retribution. However, the respective origins of this 
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dual retribution differ. This fact is seldom noted in discussions of Israel’s wisdom literature. 

Deuteronomic covenantal causality was not grounded in the structures of creation (i.e. it’s origin 

was not cosmogonic). Rather, the dual retributive element in Deuteronomy was a function of the 

ANE treaty form which Israel adapted in order to express her exclusive accountability to 

Yahweh. 

 On the other hand, ancient near eastern wisdom thought (to which Israel contributed and 

of which she shared) did ground a dual retribution principle in creation (cosmogonic) structures 

which were set in place and legitimated from the moment of creation. Thus, creation thought is 

the backdrop to and fountainhead of wisdom concerns anywhere one turns in the ANE, including 

Israel.  Although Israel’s sages had high regard for the covenantal and cultic traditions associated 

with Sinai, Covenant, Temple, and cult, they did their wisdom work on a separate track, as it 

were, which ran parallel to but did not explicitly intersect the covenant theology of the 

deuteronomists. Israel’s sages shared common methodologies with fellow sages of the ANE 

(experience, observation, synthesis, critique of tradition, etc.). Moreover, Israel’s sages could and 

did find value in much of the results of this shared methodology.  Nevertheless, Israel’s unique 

creation theology parted profoundly with the creation thought of the ANE at large. As a 

consequence, Israel’s wisdom thought significantly differed in several respects from that of 

surrounding cultures. These profound differences were due to the fact that Israel’s creational 

structures (cosmogony) uniquely reflected Yahweh’s core character and relational nature. 

 Although our two tracts of retribution thought for the most part ran parallel and did not 

intersect, we do see a hint of a burgeoning intersection at several places in the preface to 

Proverbs (1-9) mentioned above. Ultimately, in the latest era of Jewish wisdom thought we see a 

complete merging of these two tracts. Thus, Prov 1-9 reflects the beginning of an intellectual-

wisdom journey whereby in the hands of the Israel’s sages wisdom is first implicitly portrayed as 

a kind of adjunct to “Torah”.  At the end of wisdom’s journey (Wisdom of Solomon 7-9)  in first 

century B.C. Second Temple Judaism, wisdom is imaginatively identified with Torah, leaving 
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heaven and residing on earth among men.7  Thus, at both the beginning and end of the wisdom 

enterprise in Israel, her sages viewed their work as fundamentally theological and governed by a 

unique cosmogony which was shaped by the core character and relational nature of Yahweh. In 

this way the sages carried out their wisdom work “in the fear of Yahweh.” 

 The instruction wisdom of the book of Proverbs (10:1-31:9) does not present us with any 

theodicean problems. Some observations, however, had to be nuanced by the sages who edited 

the book. Concessions were made to two undeniable realities: (1) although evil might not receive 

immediate punishment nor righteousness be immediately rewarded, ultimately in this earthly life 

God would administer appropriate justice; (2) pain and suffering can serve the useful purpose of 

divine discipline (3:11-12) interpreted as a sign of Yahweh’s love. Nevertheless, no crisis over 

the justice of God surfaces in the mainline instructional wisdom of Prov 10:1-31:9—divine 

justice needs no defense (theodicy). 

 For the most part, Israel’s  theodicean struggles would come in the late 7th-2nd centuries 

B.C.  The issue of the role of God and his justice in the presence of oppression, loss, pain, and 

suffering surfaced in late Hebrew narrative (Esther) and late prophecy (Habakkuk, Jonah, 

Zechariah, and Malachi), and of course in the wisdom works of Job and Qohelet (Ecclesiastes). It 

rose in significance in certain books of the OT Apocrypha and later in portions of the OT 

Pseudepigrapha. Issues with theodicy were perhaps the driving force behind the development of 

Jewish apocalyptic—which in the OT canon culminated in the book of Daniel which was  

completed ca. 164 B.C. 
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_________________________

7This development can be traced through these texts: Prov 8:22-31; Job 28; Sirah.  

(Ecclesiasticus) 1:4 and chp. 24; Baruch 3:9-4:4; and Wisdom of Solomon 1:7; chps. 7-9.



PART III: 

Israel’s Speculative Wisdom—Job & Qohelet (Ecclesiastes)

Job (written sometime in the 6th century B.C.) and Ecclesiastes / Qohelet (written ca. 300 

B.C.) comprise Israel’s speculative wisdom tradition. In these books of wisdom we hear the 

sages’ protest against traditional understandings of how the world works. As Jewish sages 

synthesized all that had happened to Israel with observations of life in the fast-paced changes and 

inter-penetration of ideas and cultural mores in the post-exilic and early Hellenistic eras, 

traditional understandings of retribution were under attack and as a consequence were losing 

their explanatory power.8 

The setting of the book of Job is not in Israel. Yet, the book of Job reflects Israelite 

wisdom. The robust dialogue regarding retribution that ensues among Eliphaz, Bildad, Zophar 

and Job (+ Elihu) reflects a fundamental misunderstanding and consequent abuse of retribution 

theory in both Israel’s covenantal theology and in general ANE retribution thought. This abuse 

came out of a need to “exegete” and “manage” the exigencies and contingencies (bad stuff) of 

life.  

Job’s “friends” and colleagues in wisdom had accepted as axiomatic both [a + b] and      

[c + d] as operative retribution dynamics (see above). The result was a cosmos that was 

automatic, mechanistic, and predictable in terms of retributive justice. Since, Eliphaz, Bildad, 

Zophar, and Elihu are committed  to a tight, mechanistic retributive system, Job’s suffering is 

“proof” that he has contravened creation structures (i.e. he must have committed some egregious 

sin). Yet Job denies any wrongdoing. Indeed, Yahweh himself has held Job up as a paragon of 

virtue. In this case of what appears to be innocent suffering (i.e. suffering for “no reason”), each 
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_________________________

8See James L. Crenshaw, ed., Theodicy in the Old Testament, Issues in Religion and 

Theology 4 (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983); Leo G. Perdue, Wisdom Literature: A 

Theological History (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 2007); Leo G. Perdue, ed., 

Wisdom in Revolt: Metaphorical Theology in the Book of Job, JSOT Supp 120 (Sheffield: JSOT 

Press / Almond Press, 1991).



of von Soden’s four specifications are in place in the book of Job.9  Thus, as the debate cycles 

unfold among Job and his colleagues, readers witness what appears to be an intractable 

theodicean problem in the case of Job, the righteous one. 

 Although the book of Job appears to be about the problem of innocent suffering and 

God’s justice, it actually is a tour de force against human constructs of any kind that would put 

God in a box and humans in charge.10  The addresses of Yahweh to Job from the whirlwind are 

cosmogonically based. In them Yahweh is deconstructing the arrogance and presumption of 

humans who build systems of interpretation (hermeneutics) about how the world works that 

effectively leave God at the margins while positioning humans as the arbiters of all wisdom and 

knowledge. Neither Israel’s covenantal theology nor the retribution thinking commonly held by 

the peoples of the ANE is exempted from Yahweh’s scathing attack. Both constructions of 

retributive thinking had been misconstrued and abused. In Job 38-42, Yahweh is not wiping these 

retributive systems away in toto; rather, he is insisting on a major corrective. Yahweh is de-

centering human constructs which presume to explain and manage the exigencies of life. In their 

place at the center Yahweh places himself—non-capricious, knowable, desiring to be in 

relationship—yet whose depth is unfathomable and whose ways are non-manageable. Yahweh 

insists that both he and his universe are far too complex to be “managed” by human propositions 

and contrapositives, as it were.  

 Yahweh shows great respect for Job by honoring his oft-repeated request to come face-to-

face, as it were, with Yahweh before the bar of justice. Yahweh does come to Job, albeit in a way 

somewhat different than what Job had anticipated. In Job 40-41 Yahweh confront’s Job with 
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_________________________

9The book of Job does not hold forth the hope of a blessed afterlife (cf. 14:10-12). The 

oft-quoted (even by Handel!) 19:25-27 (see also 16:19) has been mistranslated and  

misunderstood in the history of interpretation.

10It is very likely that the book of Job is addressing the complaints of Jews in exile who 

are questioning the presence of retribution at any level. For them covenant theology has failed to 

explain the horrors of what they have experienced. At the same time, the general hermeneutic of 

retribution shared in the ANE has also lost its explanatory powers. 



realities about the creation which put a completely different light on the origin of contingency 

(bad things happening to both good and bad people). In these chapters, Behemoth and Leviathan  

represent the chaos that contingencies and exigencies can bring “out of nowhere” to humans. 

Yahweh declares to Job that these “chaos elements” of the cosmos were part of his creation plan 

for the world from the beginning. The world as Yahweh made it can be “a wild ride” that 

explodes all human constructs of retribution—even covenantal ones. Job and his friends have 

tried to “manage infinity”11—it cannot be done—only attempted in arrogance.

 Job is chastened and makes a confession at 42:2-6 which is worthy of his statements of 

acceptance and submission made in the aftermath of his tragic losses in chps. 1-2.  Job lets go of 

his former world view which promised management and control; in its place he embraces the 

wonder and non-manageability that is Yahweh in all His fullness. Job changes his mind about 

“dust and ashes.”12  Humans are not the lowly worthless creatures his suffering and his “friends” 

badgering had led him to ponder; nor are they princes who could stride toward Yahweh’s throne 

and replace His rule with their own in order to run the world better than He. There is yet an 

important place for humans in the world (though not at the center) as imitators of the creator’s 

role in domesticating the chaos without and within. Psalm 8, rightly understood, does after all 

properly portray a vision and role for humankind in the face of contingency which may present 

itself “for no reason.”13  

 When we fast forward in time to the sage Qohelet some 250 + years later, we find that his 

world bears little resemblance to those years of early repatriation back in the early 6th-century 
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_________________________

11Thanks to my wife, Janet Fortner, for this concept and phrase.

12The phrase “dust and ashes” is a reference to the weakness of humankind, especially in 

contrast to God / Yahweh (cf. Job 30:19 and also Gen 18:27).

13In Job’s speeches to his colleagues (7:1-6; 19:9 et alia) Ps 8 is used in one way or 

another as a foil for his lament over his lost “royal” status as a meaningful human with a 

significant part to play in Yahweh’s design. Finally in Yahweh’s address to Job (40:10-14) Ps 8 

is in the background when Yahweh challenges Job on his superficial understanding of 

humankind’s role in the scheme of things.



B.C. Alexander III (the Great) has just come through town, as it were—and the entirety of the 

known world (and the West of which we are a part) would never be the same. Qohelet, as he 

refers to himself, is a Jew deeply impacted by the new events and new ideas of the times. As a 

sage, he is observant; as a thinker, he is a philosopher (or the nearest to one that Jews of that 

period produced). As a person of faith, he teeters on the brink, reconsiders, and steps back from 

the edge. His method is to observe, probe, and analyze. This leads him to despair. He takes no 

refuge in concepts of retribution. Death—the certain destiny of every person—is an oppressive 

presence. Death is the fuel for the engine, however, which propels him forward in an effort to 

find meaning in a meaningless now. Qohelet frames his book with complementary cosmogonic 

portrayals. On the front end (1:4-11) we see that the world has exhausted its possibilities. With 

the death of memory, civilization has lost its way. In 12:1-8 the death of creation is portrayed in 

the guise of multiple metaphors of aging and debilitation. 

 God is far removed from the exigencies of humans—the oppression, work, toil, labor, and 

disappointments of life. Yet, suicide is unthinkable. In his skepticism, cynicism, stoicism, and 

epicureanism he cannot at the last give up on God. His sage counsel is to live in the fear of what 

can be known of Yahweh and carpe diem!
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