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Job 42:1-6 Then Job answered the LORD and said: 2 "I know that you can do all things, 
and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted. 3 'Who is this that hides counsel without 
knowledge?' Therefore I have uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful 
for me, which I did not know. 4 'Hear, and I will speak; I will question you, and you make 
it known to me.' 5 I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees 
you; 6 therefore I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes." 
 
Today is the third installment of a monthly series that we are doing throughout 2018. 
We’ve titled the series “Perspicacity,” which isn’t a familiar term to most of us:  
 

perspicacity \ pər-spə-ˈka-sə-tē \ noun \ the ability to understand 
somebody/something very quickly and accurately.1 

Perspicacity – Chaos & Order 

This third installment is going to be an attempt to quickly understand something - the 
meaning of life as well as someone – Jordan Peterson and his meteoric rise to 
popularity – particularly among young men.  
 
As absurd as it might sound to tackle both of those objectives, Jordan Peterson 
himself provides a perfect format for our investigation in a TEDTalk he gave in 2011 at 
TEDxToronto.2  
 
I’m assuming that most of you are familiar with Jordan Peterson. For those of you who 
are not, Dr. Peterson is the Canadian professor and psychologist who authored the 
international best-selling book 12 Rules for Life: An Antidote to Chaos,3 and has a 
YouTube channel that has nearly a million subscribers and more than 40 million views. 
The New York Times columnist David Brooks recently described Peterson as “the most 
influential public intellectual in the Western world right now.”4 
 
In his review of Peterson, Brooks writes:5 
 

                                                      
1 “perspicacity” – Oxfords Learner’s Dictionary, 
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/us/definition/english/perspicacity, accessed 1/19/18. 
2 Jordan B. Peterson, “Redefining Reality”, TEDxToronto, http://www.tedxtoronto.com/talks/redefining-
reality-dr-jordan-b-peterson-university-of-toronto-examcorp/ , accessed 3/13/18.  
3 Jordan B. Peterson, 12 Rules for Life: An Antidote to Chaos, (Toronto, Canada: Random House Canada, 
2018). 
4 David Brooks, “The Jordan Peterson Moment”, The New York Times, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/25/opinion/jordan-peterson-
moment.html?mtrref=www.google.com&assetType=opinion, accessed 3/13/18. 
5 Ibid. 



 
 

2 

In his videos, he analyzes classic and biblical texts, he eviscerates identity 
politics and political correctness and, most important, he delivers stern fatherly 
lectures to young men on how to be honorable, upright and self-disciplined — 
how to grow up and take responsibility for their own lives. 

 
But what’s most interesting about Peterson’s popularity, especially the success 
of his new book, “12 Rules for Life,” is what it says about the state of young 
men today. The implied readers of his work are men who feel fatherless, 
solitary, floating in a chaotic moral vacuum, constantly outperformed and 
humiliated by women, haunted by pain and self-contempt. At some level 
Peterson is offering assertiveness training to men whom society is trying to turn 
into emasculated snowflakes. 

 
Peterson’s message resonates deeply with conservatives and Christians alike who are 
concerned about the direction in which Western societies are headed. However, his 
intellectual brilliance that is overpowering mainstream media and wreaking havoc on 
university campuses around the world is what appears to be changing the minds of 
millions of people who would otherwise identify with the PC movement, identity 
politics, the victimhood narrative, and what Brook’s calls the “naïve optimism of 
progressive ideology.”6  
 
To be sure, Peterson is saying things that comport with Christian principles. “Peterson 
tells young men that life is about remorseless struggle and pain. Your instinct is to 
whine, to play the victim, to seek vengeance…Rise above the culture of victimization 
you see all around you. Stop whining. Don’t blame others or seek revenge.‘ The 
individual must conduct his or her life in a manner that requires the rejection of 
immediate gratification, of natural and perverse desires alike.’”7 As much as those 
statements appear to agree with Christian principles, should they convince us that 
Peterson’s understanding of life and the human condition are actually Christian?8 

Comparing Peterson to Job 

As I mentioned earlier, Peterson’s TEDTalk provides us with some interesting insight 
into how he views reality in general and avoiding suffering in particular – especially 
when you compare them with Job’s statements at the end of the book of Job that give 
us a classic account of horrific suffering. 
                                                      
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 For a more complete analysis of the presuppositions of Peterson’s worldview, please see: Joe Carter, 
“How to Understand the Jordan Peterson Phenomenon”, The Gospel Coalition, 
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/understand-jordan-peterson-phenomenon/,  and Joel 
McDurmon, “Is Jordan Peterson the champion we’ve been looking for?”, Reformed Perspective, 
http://reformedperspective.ca/is-jordan-peterson-the-champion-weve-been-looking-for/.  
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In his TEDTalk, Peterson establishes the significance of his topic as “the most real 
thing” he himself knows and how knowing it completely changed his life. He then 
explains his belief that “the quality of our being” and avoiding suffering depends on 
our ability to rightly distinguish and manage the balance between chaos and order:9 
 

I believe that people suffer more than they have to because we profoundly 
misunderstand what's real. We're blinded to what's truly fundamental, by the 
things that present themselves most easily to our perceptions; thus, we fail to 
realize what is most genuine and important. We believe that the world is made 
out of objects; I would like to propose instead that the world is made out of 
chaos and order, and that the quality of our being is dependent on how we 
manage the balance between the two. 
 

For the sake of our comparison of Peterson to Job, I would like to use Peterson’s 
definitions of chaos and order. He defines chaos as:10 
 

Chaos - that's what manifests itself when we don't know what we are looking 
at; it's chaos that we saw when the Twin Towers fell, it's chaos that looms when 
the partner you loved for decades reveals a lengthy affair. It's chaos that 
engulfs you when a loved one dies; chaos is the unknown, the unexpected, the 
anomalous. 

 
It's the "mater," the mother, the Latin root of the word matrix and material; the 
substance of reality. Chaos is the fruitfulness of nature and the terror of time. 
It's an ocean of possibilities surrounding the territory of human culture; it's the 
water of life bringing sustenance to those parched by their own dry 
preconceptions, and it's the flood unleashed by an angry God, when the ideas 
of man warped so badly that they can no longer be sustained. 

 
It's the Yin of the Daoists, it's the paralyzing horror of the darkness, it's the 
treachery of our physical forms, it's the monster under the bed, and it's the 
snake that eternally lurks in the garden. Chaos is also what you encounter 
when you boldly go where no one's gone before. 

 
And he defines order as: 
 

Order, by contrast, is where you are when everything is working properly. 
When trains run on time, that's order. When you have a happy and secure 
home, that's order. Order keeps the operating room clean; order is what God 
calls out of chaos at the beginning of time and offers to men and women as a 

                                                      
9 Jordan B. Peterson, “Redefining Reality”. 
10 Ibid. 
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dwelling place. It's an island of stability in a sea of ignorance, it's the Yang of 
the Daoists, it's the walls of the city, it's the principles of the constitution, and 
the uniform of the police. Order is the stone that lasts and keeps the 
barbarians at bay.  

1. Job on Chaos & Order 
The creation account given at the very beginning of the Bible speaks to the 
issues of chaos and order. The second verse of the first chapter tells us “The 
earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep.” 
So, in the creation account we’re told that God, in his creative actions, was 
bringing progressive order to the creation. And with each passing day, God 
brings forth aspects of the creation in which he is ordering them.  
 
That however, is not the main contrast that Christianity gives us between chaos 
and order. In the third chapter, humanity’s rejection of God’s instruction elicits 
a terrible curse that God puts upon the creation that binds it in chaos – all 
death, sickness, injustice, and cruelty. However, in the midst of that account 
God makes a promise to progressively reorder the creation and deliver it from 
chaos. The rest of the entire Bible should be viewed as the record of God’s 
progressive redemption or reordering of the chaos that came from that act of 
rebellion in the garden and one day gives way to perfect order – no more 
tears, sorrow, death, or monsters under the bed.  
 
The book of Job is particularly helpful in our comparison as it is nearly 
universally considered to be a classical account of terrible suffering. It is 
significant to note that the main character – Job himself – is a deeply spiritual 
man with impeccable character and is extremely successful. In fact, God 
himself says three times in the first two chapters alone that Job was “blameless 
and upright, one who feared God and turned away from evil” (Job 1:1, 1:9, 
2:3) and two times that there was “none like him on the earth” (1:9, 2:3). That 
Job was the godliest man on the earth is especially interesting in light of the 
fact that God himself was the one who suggested and gave permission for 
Satan to bring about the suffering he endures throughout the book. 
 
From the third chapter on, the record explains that not only does Job’s 
suffering continue, it is compounded by his own bewilderment and vexation 
that God would allow it, and also by the continual ridicule that he suffers from 
his three close friends, Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar as they attempt to convince 
Job that his suffering is entirely his fault.  
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After the rebuke from a younger man, Elihu (33-37), God himself finally 
addresses Job and confronts Job regarding his conclusion that he is innocent 
and that God is unjust (38-41). The verses you heard earlier from chapter 42:1-
6 represent Job’s reply to his chastisement and they provide insight into Job’s 
assessment of chaos and order.  
 

vv.1-2 Then Job answered the LORD and said: 2 "I know that you can do 
all things, and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted. 

 
Verse 2 explains Job’s view of God, “I know that you can do all things, and that 
no purpose of yours can be thwarted” expresses not only Job’s view of God’s 
sovereign governance of the world, but also Job’s view of order. They are a 
sharp contrast to Job’s thoughts throughout the rest of the book, where Job 
continually reiterates his own innocence and questions God’s goodness and 
intention, here he expresses that God’s purpose and actions are the ultimate 
measure of existence and reality. 
 

v.3 'Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge?' Therefore I have 
uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I 
did not know. 

 
Unless you are paying close attention, verse three can be somewhat confusing 
due to the fact that Job is repeating an accusation that God made against him 
earlier. “Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge?” is the same 
question that God asks of him in chapter 38 verse 2. It implies that Job’s 
understanding was actually “hiding” the truth due to his own lack of 
knowledge. Job admits as much when he says, “Therefore I have uttered what I 
did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know” (v.3b).  
 

vv.4-6 'Hear, and I will speak; I will question you, and you make it known 
to me.' 5 I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye 
sees you; 6 therefore I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes." 

 
In similar fashion, in verse 4, Job repeats another statement that God had 
previously made to him, “Hear, and I will speak; I will question you, and you 
make it known to me” (38:3) – just before God asks Job a series of questions 
that no man can answer. Job’s response in verses 5-6 captures an amazing 
reversal in Job’s thinking from what he expressed throughout the rest of the 
book, “I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees you” 
(v.5) depicts a shift from a very limited understanding to a fuller one. And, 
“therefore I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes” captures his 
humiliation in learning that he didn’t exactly know what he was talking about.  
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From a chaos/order perspective, it’s an exact reversal. Throughout the book, 
order rested with Job and chaos rested with God. Here, it’s exactly the 
opposite – chaos rested with Job and order rests with God alone and Job is 
utterly humiliated to recognize the fact that order didn’t actually reside within 
his own reason.  

2. Peterson on Chaos & Order 
While Peterson appears to be sympathetic toward Christianity and other 
religious thought, his conclusions are radically different than the paradigm shift 
with Job. Instead, Peterson makes this suggestion:11  

 
How might a person live in reality? This is an empirical not a rational 
question. Start by watching yourself as if you're someone you know very 
little about; see when you are where you should be psychologically, 
and see when you're not. Don't think about it; watch, then practice 
spending more time in the place you want to be. You're closer to 
paradise there, and farther from hell.  
 
Do whatever you have to stay there. Within a month, given disciplined 
effort, you'll be in the proper place more often. In a year, much more 
often. In three years, if you're lucky, most of the time. When asked 
about the kingdom of heaven, Christ said, "It's like a mustard seed, the 
smallest of all seeds, but when it falls on prepared ground, it produces 
a great plant and becomes a shelter for all the birds of the sky, It's from 
such small beginnings that great things grow."  

 
Peterson is actually saying the exact opposite of Job. Instead of distrusting 
yourself in order to create room for trusting God, we are to study ourselves 
further so that we might discover order and find the way by which to guide our 
lives. In essence, Peterson is prescribing a form of humanism in which our 
greatest hope rest within ourselves and not with God. Perhaps, the difference 
is even more radical when you consider the wisdom of Solomon: 
 

Pro 3:5-8 Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on your 
own understanding. 6 In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will 
make straight your paths. 7 Be not wise in your own eyes; fear the LORD, 
and turn away from evil. 8 It will be healing to your flesh and refreshment 
to your bones. 

                                                      
11 Ibid. 
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With that contrast in mind, listen to the promise that Peterson offers if we are 
able to properly distinguish between chaos and order:12 

 
Meaning is not a rational phenomenon. We detect it with our being not 
with our intellect, which it should guide rather than follow. When chaos 
and order are balanced, we have one foot in each domain. That's the 
meaning that life more abundantly depends on. In that place, we're 
secured and confident, but challenged enough to be alert and 
developing. In that place, we play each game; not just to win but to 
become better players at all games in the future. Such meaning 
properly nurtured can produce love for life and gratitude so deep that 
the terrible limitations of being are justified. It's in this manner that 
paradise is regained.  

 
The alternative is to live an unbalanced life; this is not good because 
the terrible forces of chaos and order will tear an unbalanced person 
apart. He will become overwhelmed, hopeless, bitter, vengeful, and 
finally, cruel. She'll become willingly blind, narrow, bored, cynical, and 
vicious. When life is unbalanced, people work against it because they're 
angry at the dreadful, limited conditions of existence.  
 

Without dissecting every aspect of his conclusions, what he says about an unbalanced 
life that fails to properly distinguish the difference between the “terrible forces of 
chaos and order” that will “tear an unbalanced person apart” is patently true. 
However, it truly does beg the question about how we discern the source of chaos 
and order for if we get that wrong it will most certainly cause us to become 
“overwhelmed, hopeless, bitter, vengeful, and finally cruel.” 
 
While we should be grateful for a person of such influence to be saying many of the 
things that need to be said, we should also be discerning enough to separate the 
meat from the bones. And perhaps more importantly, reclaim the true message about 
chaos and order so that we can offer people looking for meaning something that 
offers them the lasting hope of turning away from themselves to God rather than 
turning them further into the chaos within us all.  

                                                      
12 Ibid. 


