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Job is a strange book by just about any estimation.  Millions of Christians and Jews have found solace in its pages as they have gone through struggles, trials, and the "shadow of death," and yet it is really one of the most depressing books in the Bible (tied with Lamentations and Ecclesiastes).  Its a long book that cannot really be understood until the end.  Its a book that throws into question our belief in God's goodness, the realities of life, and the "common sense" of our world."  For me personally, it is a book I have avoided teaching on and reading (probably my least read book in the Bible) over the years, and yet it is one that I, like most people, live out every day.  Over the next five weeks are we going to deal with some of the most important issues for the Christian life, let us pray that they are ones we are ready to embrace.

Background - The Book of Job and Its Origins

Job has created a lot of disagreement among scholars over the years.  These disagreements center on when the book is set, when it was written, where did Job live, and is this a real story.  Lets take a look at these different issues:

Time of Job - Of course on all these things we cannot really know for sure. Job has a very basic texture to it, it is not a book whose language alludes to the Torah or the Prophets.  Further, the lifestyle of Job harkens back to the days of Abraham and the Patriarchs.  Most likely, the setting of the story is about that same time, probably around 1500 to 2000 years before Christ.  One of the keys to this is Job's sacrificial life.  We will see early on in the story that Job is offering sacrifices for his children's sin, not a priest.  This indicates that this is before the time of the Levitacal priesthood (Job sounds a lot like Melichizedek in this sense).  And yet Job knows of the LORD, and knows that, unlike the gods of the surronding area, this God is one who is holy and righeous, and thus he is concerend for the sins of his children.  

The Writing of Job - Remmeber that the Hebrew people were, like most people of the ancient world, an oral people. If you take a visit to the land of Israel and then to Egypt, the first thing that will jump out at you in the difference in the building.  Whereas in Egypt the walls of every building become history books (which thanks to the Roseta Stone, we can now read), the buildings in Israel are mute.  There simply wasn't a focus on writing things done among the Hebrew people. This gives people who want to disbelieve the stories of the Bible the grounds for saying that people like Moses, David, Solomon and the like never existed.  There is very little written evidence of their existence (they have now begun to unearth a few broken jars and the like that are showing that such unbelief in the historicity of the biblical stories is unwarrented).  

With a story like Job, one that flows naturally - from the setting, to Job's complaints, to the words of his "friends" to the speeches of God - was likely repeated often around campfires and at religious celebrations.  Because of this, it was probably not written down in its entirety until the Jews were herded off to Babylon, or perhaps after their return. At that point, recording the records of events like Job became of national importance.  We do see a reference to Job in Ezekiel 14:14 and 20, which shows that the story was probably coming into written form at that time.

Where does Job live? - We are really not sure of this, but the name "Uz" actually means "fertile land."  The name itself shows up only three times (here being one of them), and it either in area of Edom or North Arabia.  We are talking about someone who is probably a shepherd (notice all the livestock), and those lands were frequented by those with large herds.

Is this a real story? - Here we get into a really sticky area.  First off, we in the modern world take only those things that physically happened to be "true."  Of course most of Jesus' parables were about things that never happened, but that doesn’t make them any the less real.  The story has a parable feel to it, like the story of Jonah, but that doesn't make it a non-historical event, only that it is told in a parabolic manner.  Whether it happened or not is really inconsequential.  The story has such force and is of such importance that the Spirit superintended its being brought to us in the canon of Scripture, and we need to treat the story as true and real, regardless of whether it happened in history or not.  For clarity sake though, I am one who sees this as a historical story.
Having dealt with those background matters lets dive into the book itself:

Job 1 - The Man, God, and Satan's Challenge

When we meet Job, we meet a man who is incredibly wealthy by the measures of that day.  He has seven sons (a great blessing), as well as three daughters.  He has all sorts of livestock in numbers that probably necessitated a substantial grazing area.  He has servants aplenty.  What more could a man in the ancient world want?  But this description is not simply his statement of assets. Job is wealthy, which should automatically put the reader in mind that "God is blessing this man."  Of course this is true, but is the sign of this blessing the "stuff" of his life?  Job himself is going to ask this question later in Chapter 21.  The danger of course is that we simply go, as Satan does, "his stuff means God is taking good care of him."

Of course Job is more than a rich man, he is a righteous man. After his children's parties he would do a sacrifice and ritual purification.  Does this mean that his children were godless people, engaging in all sorts of physical sins? No.  We should assume that they too are righteous people.  What Job is worried about is not that they were engaging in giant orgies, but that during the course of the evening they would say, "Look at all the stuff we have, look how its "our stuff," don't we deserve it!" Not exactly child-sacrifice, but for Job the concern is real. Are his children taking credit for that which is God's and comes from God?  A righteous man indeed!

But then the story leaves earth.  We see Yahweh God (the word that stands behind LORD) doing his morning check-through, and along with the angels comes Satan. Not the choice of words here - Satan, not devil. This is, quite literally, the accuser.  And true to his name, he accuses.  He tells the LORD that he has come from scanning the earth.  I am of course reading here, but one gets the sense that Satan is telling the LORD of all the sins that human beings are busy committing.  Kind of, "Guess who is winning this contest for who is the god of creation."  

Then the LORD said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one on earth like him; he is blameless and upright, a man who fears God and shuns evil.”

Considering the time this story takes place, one should think quickly of Noah. There we have one man (who likewise has a family) who alone among the people of the world is righteous.  Satan cannot declare that he has won the contest, because as always there is at least one man who is keeping God's ways in his heart.  This is like throwing down the gauntlet to Satan, who picks up and begins to accuse Job:

“Does Job fear God for nothing?” Satan replied. “Have you not put a hedge around him and his household and everything he has? You have blessed the work of his hands, so that his flocks and herds are spread throughout the land.  But stretch out your hand and strike everything he has, and he will surely curse you to your face.”

An interesting response from Satan.  He knows that Job has been protected by God (the idea is that evil would come all of our ways were it not for God's hem of protection), and basically says, "Job doesn't love you; he loves what you do for him." In modern parlance, Satan says that Job sees God as his sugerdaddy.

God agrees to remove his protection from Job, and Satan does all that he can to make the man poor - gone are the children, the livestock, and the servants.  That is a really bad day!  Job's response:

At this, Job got up and tore his robe and shaved his head. Then he fell to the ground in worship and said: 

“Naked I came from my mother’ womb, and naked I will depart." The LORD gave and the LORD has taken away; 

May the name of the LORD be praised?” In all this, Job did not sin by charging God with wrongdoing.  

At this, Job passes the first test that Satan throws at him.  Satan has accused Job of only worshipping God because of the "stuff" in his life.  Job's response is to worship God all the more, and to affirm that for which he was afraid his children would have not done at all those evening parties. All of life is the LORD's Job says, and thus, he has no right to claim them for himself.  He assumes the posture of one seeking forgiveness, the penitent, even though he has done no wrong.  Could it be that Job realizes that, righteous man that he is, that he is no where on the scale of righteousness where God alone is the measuring stick?  

Chapter Two - Satan's Second Challenge

Of course, the accuser is not willing to let it go at that.  The beginning of the story sets us in the larger biblical story where the question of who is the real sovereign of the earth is contested (never really in doubt, no matter how successful Satan is at his way of ruling things. The whole of Scripture has this as the background reality, and it gives us good reason why, defeated once, Satan comes back to torment Job a second time.
Satan attacks the only thing that Job has left (aside from his wife), destroying his health almost completely…all but killing him.  Note that Job is still in the attitude of a penitent – he is among the ashes.  And is response to Satan’s attacks is to scrape his sores. Here we see Satan at least partly successful. His wife agrees to Satan’s view of the world:

His wife said to him, “Are you still holding on to your integrity? Curse God and die!”

﻿10﻿ He replied, “You are talking like a foolish ﻿b﻿ woman. Shall we accept good from God, and not trouble?”

In all this, Job did not sin in what he said.

Let us not be too hard on Job’s wife.  From a common sense viewpoint, what she says makes a lot sense.  Very often we have seen people, in the pain of the world’s hurts, curse God.  Heck, people with great lives and perfect health drive around with bumper stickers on their Volvos that curse God. Surely if ever a man (and lets not forget, Job’s wife has also lost her children and now has an invalid husband) had warrant to curse God, it is Job. 

And yet he doesn’t.  But that doesn’t mean that Job is not suffering internal strife. The scriptures tell us that Job does not sin in anything that he does during this time. This statement needs to be held in mind as we go through the next forty chapters.  He does not sin in this…but what we do see is the very real experience of doubt and the desire to be justified as well as hear what is really happening.

Doubt is not sin!  We sometimes lose sight of that, when people we know as they go through tragedies in their lives, begin to question God’s goodness.  But, as Wolfhart Pannenberg, the great German theologian reminds us, “Doubt is always the shadow of faith.” Doubt comes about because we cannot see the whole story.  We live with the shadows that come about because 1) we are not God 2) we live in a fallen world and 3) we are not privy to the larger story that is going on.  There will be a day when we shall see and know, and be seen and known fully, but that is not today.  And don’t forget, Job didn’t have the story of Job to fall back on.  He didn’t have the Bible.  Job had his relationship with God…and that is it.  Well, that and a group of friends.

The friends show up here for the first time.  These are good friends. They come to visit him when they hear of his troubles (they probably live a day away or more), join him in his attitude of penitence, and then hold their tongues for seven days.  Does the seven days mean something important?  After this book, we see that in the Hebrew culture a seven day mourning period does become common, but that probably arises from Job’s own story.  In fact, it is Job who breaks the silence, not his friends.  His friends simply come and join him in his suffering, and had Job not spoken, they might still be sitting there(.
Now, some have noted that their attitude is not so nice…they are actually acting as if Job is already dead.  There is some truth to this, however Job seems to appreciate their sharing in his sufferings (one wonders if he would have appreciated it if they had kept their mouths shout), and so while they may in fact be treating him as if he is dead (and looking at him, a friend might well wish that his friend’s sufferings would end in the only way we know how), they are there for him.  This seems to give him the strength to state his case, which begins in Chapter Three.
Chapter Three – Job Speaks from His Heart

This is one of the most painful chapters in scripture to read.  The first ten verses reveal a man who is in the depth of darkness.  His pain is not merely physical, it is psychological.  Were he alive today he would quickly be given a Rx for Prozac.  Again, let us remember, he is not sinning.  He is being honest with his pain, something that we need to remember in our lives.  Have you ever noticed someone in the halls of church, clearly in great suffering, you ask them how they are, and they say, “Oh, fine.”  This is one of the greatest works of evil in our lives.  While of course the individual may not want to share with you or in that particular moment, we have become a culture that is “Oh, fine.”  There are stories and surveys aplenty that indicate that people, good Christians who love their church and are loved by the church, feel as if they cannot share openly about how they are really doing.  This is real black mark in our culture, one that raises the issue of why is it we do not feel like sharing our emotions is a good thing? Do we think that, because we are in church, everything should be fine?  That church is the last place to admit, to share, that we feel dark as night?

Of course, Job doesn’t stop there:

“Why did I not perish at birth, and die as I came from the womb?

At this point in our culture, Job would be sent to Cedar Springs and put on suicide watch.  How could Job say such a thing, after all, he has a good life up to this point.  But for Job, everything is now in doubt.  Not only is his physical and emotional pain at a breaking point, but he has begun to wonder whether the whole of his life has been worth living.  Yes, he is doubting whether God is good.  But again, he has not sinned. 

Job is simply stating one of the great questions of human existence. Is it better not to have ever lived than to live a life of suffering? I have heard this argued by those who are in favour of abortion: “You know, they would have had a tough life.”  Today in Europe it is almost impossible to find a child under the age of ten who has Down Syndrome…they are aborted at alarming rates.  Now, lest we be too hard on those folks, their thinking is rooted in a certain emotional logic – it is better not to have been born if they cannot have a “good life.”  

Job makes us ask that same question.  He is wondering just as you and I would be (or have) in those situations.  If life is just suffering, is it all worth it?  Within the logic of our pain, we might decide (or at least come close to deciding) that no, its simply not.  Job is asking the question that is in his heart, without sinning, whether there is any meaning to this life, and meaning that would make existence more valuable than non-existence and salvation from such suffering.  Job will find out the answer by the end of this book.
Going Deeper

We do not read and study Scripture merely to increase our knowledge (though knowledge is not bad.  We study Scripture so that our hearts and mind are transformed, aligned with the ways of God and processing as truly human minds and hearts that view the world as God does, not as the world does. With that in mind in the next week:

1) Meditate on verses 2:9-10.  How does Job’s statement regarding evil strike you?  Does this seem like a fair bargain?
2) Journal about your greatest disappointments so far this year.  Did you expect these to be successes rather than disappointments?  Do you feel like theses disappointments are due to your action, the “world,” God’s failure, or just plain bad luck?

3) Write a prayer that honestly expresses how you feel God might redeem these disappointments?  
4) When next in worship, think about how well your emotions and words match Job in Chapters 1 and 2 or in Chapter 3?  Is there a right or wrong way for us to respond?  How can we worship God when we are disappointed with him?
 ﻿b﻿ The Hebrew word rendered foolish denotes moral deficiency.
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