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In Week One saw the rise and fall of Job.  We learned that in all things, both in his wealth and in his dire straits, “Job did not sin in what he said.” (2:10).  Over the past two weeks we have seen Job assaulted by his friends, by his fellow village/community elders with pious words and their own theology, and the response of Job – maintaining both God’s holiness, his lack of sin that warranted such an attack, and the desire to stand before God and make his case. In due course we have seen his friends respond with what approaches desperation as they simultaneously seek to 1) make sense of the problem of “why do bad things happen to comparatively good people 2) keep God from being the author of evil 3) explain their entire world and 4) make sure that God doesn’t get mad at them.  In the midst of these verbal barrages we saw the most poignant statement of faith recorded perhaps anywhere in scripture: 
Job 19: 25 “But as for me, I know that my Redeemer lives, and that he will stand upon the earth at last. 26 And after my body has decayed, yet in my body I will see God﻿﻿! 27 I will see him for myself. Yes, I will see him with my own eyes. I am overwhelmed at the thought!

In al this, remember, Job did not sin in what he says.  Job has remained steadfast both that God is much higher and greater than he – of course compared to God Job’s righteousness is nothing – and that, while admitting that he had done something to warrant this attacks might bring comfort to his friends and make “sense,” it cannot be true or else God would indeed be capricious because, well, these three friends would be similar shape.  

The interaction in Chapters 4-30 remind me of the story of Abraham Lincoln and a visiting delegate of ministers who came to him to complain about how the Civil War was being prosecuted.  They lectured him, and then he dismissed them with a story (as was his way). Afterwards instead of saying “How dare they” (which is probably how a modern politician would respond), he said simply, “They have that right, and they can come and talk to me, I am their President after all, as long as they are civil about it.”  Though Lincoln’s aid, John Hay responded that “He was a bit shy about preachers for a while after that meeting.”  
In Job’s culture not only have these three friends been present in mourning with him, dutifully and appropriately being quit with him, and then, as their theology warranted, calling him to repentance – not so they can see Job admit he is wrong (okay, maybe there is some of that) – but so that he can be restored. Yes, their theology is total rabbit droppings, but at least they are being good followers of that theology and seeking to do what they see will benefit both Job and be faithful to God.  I have been hard on these three over the past two weeks because their theology is so bad and their hearing (of Job as well as of God) is even worse.  But as Lincoln said, “They have that right.”  The council of the elders is important still today in the Middle East (sadly not so much in the West), and it was even more so in the days when someone my age would have been considered to have reached elder status because long-life was relatively rare. If, in your theology, the old have lived that long because of God’s blessing and therefore have gained wisdom, well, Job would be both disobedient and a fool not to hear then out.

Why all this talk of this importance of Job hearing out these three helpers and friends?  Because this week Job will get an earfull from a fourth “Counsellor,” one who is more direct and whose right to speak is on far less solid ground.
Youth Then, Youth Today

Perhaps none of the comments in the book of Job (outside of Job’s own words and God’s) hurt me so much as the comments of Elihu that we hear beginning in Chapter 32.  Why? Because Elihu is the young man in the conversation, so full of his own righteousness and rightness that in the middle of what is at least a respectful and proper (if totally unhelpful) dialogue between these men of wisdom and cultural respect, he blusters.  As we read those chapters do we find anything worth our reading?  We see a great attack on both Job and the three friends. We see why he should be listened to.  But does his words add anything to the situation?  No!  And, alas, I know I have been Elihu in far too many situations.  Wanting to speak, feeling as if my “elders” have failed at defending the cause of Christ, and, in the end, adding nothing but words that hurt don’t help the argument.  Why does Elihu  feel the need to speak?
Again, this reminds me of a Lincoln story.  Lincoln was once again in a meeting with ministers, this time a group from Chicago, who were pressing him on the need to emancipate the slaves. Lincoln listened politely, and (at this point the Emancipation Proclamation was in his desk awaiting a victory that would allow him the credibility to issue it) attempting to put them off. After the discussion one minister stayed behind and spoke point blank to the President. “Sir, I want to tell you as God’s specially appointed minister that you sir have been appointed by God to set the slaves free.”  Lincoln paused, and said, “That may be sir, but do you not think it weird that God could find no other way of telling me except to send a message from that wicked city Chicago?”  That is how I receive Elihu – he is not saying anything wise and, even if he was, is it not to God’s embarrassment that he must use such a poor instrument as you?  

I recently did two learning session on practical ministry to postmoderns for a group of pastors and staff of The Navigators. At one point one of the people present (almost all were age 50+) asked, “Why do postmoderns (who are generally under 40) hate us – the baby boomers so much? What did we do to them?”  Of course, this is the issue with youth – it doesn’t need a reason to lash out – of course we always come up with one as Elihu does – they just need the opportunity. But our lashing out is seldom righteous, seldom useful, and in the long run, seldom in our own best interests.  Notice that when God rebukes and heals in the final chapter that our friend Elihu will miss out on God’s restoration. Isn’t that an interesting thing for youth to consider before it speaks and acts?  Of course youth can and does act in God’s spirit and in the way of righteousness – we have Jeremiah, David and Timothy as but a few examples.  And of course elders can be fools – the book of Job affirms that. In every instance we must take what we hear and measure it against scripture.  And before we give people the opportunity to move the message of God into the world we should always check to see, as Paul tells us and experienced himself, that it is the Spirit of God moving in this person’s life – not merely youthful exuberance, tidy theology, or last night’s pizza.
Job 31

25 “But as for me, I know that my Redeemer lives, and that he will stand upon the earth at last. 26 And after my body has decayed, yet in my body I will see God﻿! 27 I will see him for myself. Yes, I will see him with my own eyes. I am overwhelmed at the thought!

Before we move into Elihu’s speeches, we musts finish with Job’s last speech.  It is of course the final part of the speech that we looked at last week, but I thought it useful to include it as the entry point into Elihu’s words. 

Remember that the chief argument of Job’s friends is that he must have sinned, and greatly, to be in this state.  So Job’s final response is to talk about covenant he has made to God, and does so in the form of an oath that would have been very common in the ancient Near East.  He has made an oath regarding:
· Purity (31:1)

· Truth (31:5)

· Honour (31:13-14)

· Justice (31:16-17)

· Morality (31:24-28)

· And care of neighbour (31:29-30)

In other words, his whole life has been committed to God – not just in a religious sense but the whole of his life.  So, in the end, Job responds, “Let the Almighty show me that I am wrong. Let my accuser write out the charges against me.” (31:35)

Job 32

Job 32 begins with Job seemingly experiencing the grace of silence once again.  We see that his three friends have finally given up convincing him of their argument.  But now young Elihu steps onto the stage, ready to attack.

His name itself is very interesting.  We get a four level description of the man – “Elihu son of Barakel the Buzite, of the clan of Ram.”  Why is this?  Most likely it is to emphasise his youth in comparison to the other three interrogators.  Eliphaz, for instance, is simply “the Temanite.”  But Elihu cannot stand on his own.  

Something else to note about his name, something that the Hebrew writers probably made clear.  In Hebrew Elihu the son of Barakel has strong overtones of the name of God. Elihu literally means “my God is he” and Barakel means “may God Bless!”  In the Hebrew writings they often used names that were slight changes from their actual names to make theological points.  For examples, Jezebel probably was a name that meant princess, but by changing one letter it became it a dirty word.  So here, the name Elihu Barakel is very close to Elijah Berekjah – or “My God is Yahweh” and “may Yahweh bless!”  In other words, Elihu is a pious young man, but pious towards a generic idea of God, not towards the God of the Hebrew scriptures.  His very name points out that he does not know the real God!
Interestingly, the entire point of this first chapter of his speech to accuse both Job and the three elders.  Basically he says they have utterly failed and its time for the young man to show them the truth. Needless to say, his words confirm that any piety he claims to have is clearly misguided.

Job 33:1-7
Elihu continues to blather on, he has not said a thing yet, about how Job should not interrupt him.  How he has as much right to speak and his words have as much validity as Job’s.  When someone’s argument is about why they should get to speak, not about what they are going to say, we should be warned about the content.  It was for people like Elihu that the phrase “I think you doth protest too much” was created.

Job 33:8-11

Elihu defends God’s position before Job, recounting Job’s own counter arguments. This is of course what has set Elihu off, as it has some in our class.  How dare Job even imply that all that has come his way is not proper because, after all, we are all sinners.

Job 33:12-13

Elihu maintains it is never appropriate for people to question God.  That is what his fine words are saying, even Job in his utter destruction has no right to call God to question.  What is interesting is that not only has the scriptures told us that “in all this Job did not sin in what he said” but throughout these chapters God has not spoke to shut up Job or, as I am sure Elihu secretly expects, strike him with lightening.  God in fact will not speak until after Elihu spends several chapters calling Job to account and, in the end, making God the author of evil.
Job 33:14-22

Elihu pulls an interesting trick.  Job should listen to him because this is God’s way of speaking to him in this time of trouble.  He reminds Job that God does not stop speaking and that it is Job mistake not to be listening because God is calling him to repentance.  Of course, Elihu is making a point that the story as it is told proves is false.  God has in fact not spoken since Chapter 2.  God is not punishing Job but precisely because Job was “generally righteous” has withdrawn his protection so that Satan can see if he can turn the last good man against God.  Elihu’s arrogance is meant to make us shake our heads and remember the truth of the story.

Job 33:23-33

But of course Elihu has the best on intentions – or so he claims – to see Job redeemed.  Of course God comes to those who repent, even in the Old Testament theology. But Elihu is simply repeating the early comments of the three elders and has done so by making loud and clanging arguments rather than the subtle ones of those elders.
Job 34:1-9

Elihu next attacks the elders for their failure to get Job to repent. Really his complaint is “How can you let Job say such things?  Are you that daft that you cannot get this arrogant man to shut up?”  Again, I hear a lot of these comments from young (what are called Emergent) pastors, about how older Christian pastors should have prevented this or that. There is a basic belief in the power of argument and rightness of the “obvious.”  Not a bad thing, but in all ages youth is rarely tempered by the wisdom of real life experience.  Great arguments rarely win the day.

Job 34:10-15

Elihu describes not a holy and personal God, but one who seems to work “automatically,” more like a computer program than a God one would not only worship but desire to know.

Job 34:16-37

This is the crux of Elihu’s argument – God cannot be unjust, so therefore you have gotten what you deserve Job.  Yes, this is the same argument that has predominated throughout the book. But in verses 33-37 Elihu becomes nasty, saying that Job, for his steadfast denial that he deserves what has befallen him, deserves the “maximum penalty.”  Where is mercy in this?  Where is grace?   Not for Job! And why does Job deserve such mercilessness?  Because he has doubts and struggles. 
This is the key warning for all of us – regardless of age!  When people are suffering and in doubt, are calling is not to say that such things are sin – they are not – but to stand beside them as they search for truth and answers. A friend of mine in a small group admitted that while she worship’s God, she isn’t sure that she likes God.  The response from the older person at the table was, “Well Missy, you need a change of attitude.”  Is such a response helpful?  Does such bring life?  Does it solve my friends struggles with the kindness of God?  No – it makes her the enemy of God and earnest questions of the heart out-of-bounds and sin.  When we do this, we are nothing more than modern-day Elihu’s, and remember, God does not redeem Elihu and his arguments in the end as he does the other three.
Job 35
Here Elihu, convinced of his own arguments,  makes a very important mistake.  First he says, “Look your righteousness is nothing before God.” Okay, fine. But then he says, “What effect does our sin have upon God?”  So in other words, righteous or unrighteous makes no difference to God – so why is Job being punished?  Why should he repent?  In trying to bring a level of sophistication to Eliphaz’s arguments seen earlier all he has really done is made the whole human experience meaningless and left Job’s own sufferings in the category of irrelevancy. And then, to make matters worse, he says that the three reasons that Job’s prayers have gone unanswered are: 1) pride 2) wrong motives or 3) lack of faith.  

Now lets ask ourselves – do we know why prayers go “unanswered”?  Which of these three answers would bring comfort to Job anyways?  That is right – none.  The issue is no longer bringing Job back to spiritual health – it is about being right.  And this, unfortunately, is what many non-Christians and church-damaged Christians experience from the Church – less concern for them, more concern about being right. Of course, we do worship and walk with the one who is “The Way, the Truth and the Life.”  So of course, truth and rightness do matter.  But remember, people can only hear as much truth as we have poured in the grace of God to support it.  Elihu has forgotten completely the ingredient of grace.

Job 36-37
I don’t know about you, but at this point in my Bible I begin to look ahead. I see the heading on Chapter 38 that says, “God speaks” and I want to get there (sorry, next week).  That makes listening to these last two chapters of Elihu extra hard…and probably more so for poor Job.  
Having said that, these final two chapters are both much softer towards Job and actually contain some decent theology.  So lets look at them.

Job 36:1-4

Okay, sorry, this is a bit tendentious.  Elihu wants to make the point that he still has a lot to say…and this time he is right.

Job 36:5-21
If we read these verses from the perspective of life being more than just “this life,” then there is deep truth here that perhaps Mr. Elihu knows not of.  Look at the great truths that we can indeed say Amen! To:

· God does not despise anyone! (what great news to a generation of people in our country who have known nothing but being despised)

· He is powerful and mighty

· He does give justice to the afflicted

· He watches over the innocent

· He calls people to repentance 

· He calls out to the wicked, but their resentment is too deep and they despise God 

· He rescues those who suffer

· He gives us freedom

· We should not be obsessed with judgment on the unrighteous

· Turn back from evil

Now again, Elihu is unaware of the depth of the truths he has shared and I am not sure would be happy to know how many of the things he has said are true only from an eternal perspective.  But, they remain true, even if Elihu doesn’t know why.

Job 36:22-33

Elihu now returns to his favourite theme – God’s great power.  Again, yes, God is powerful.  But God is also not capricious and is overflowing in mercy.  We perhaps tend to think of mercy and power as opposites.  In fact, they are two elements which define each other.  God is powerful in mercy even as his mercy always has the hand of power behind it.  This is much as we must see that God’s love is holy, meaning that his holiness is not to destroy but as the way he loves, and the way he loves is always holy and life giving, not sentimental.  
One of the interesting things about Elihu is how little he listens to his own council.  Consider this amazingly clear and yet (for Elihu) condemning passages:

36:26 “Look, God is exalted beyond what we can understand. His years are without number. 27 He draws up the water vapor and then distills it into rain. 28 The rain pours down from the clouds, and everyone benefits from it. 29 Can anyone really understand the spreading of the clouds and the thunder that rolls forth from heaven? 30 See how he spreads the lightning around him and how it lights up the depths of the sea.

Again, Amen!  And yet Elihu is busy telling Job how God works.  If only he had stopped to listen to his own words.  But even in the same breath as saying that God’s ways are mysterious and beyond our comprehension he says:

31 By his mighty acts he governs the people, giving them food in abundance. 32 He fills his hands with lightning bolts. He hurls each at its target. 33 The thunder announces his presence; the storm announces his indignant anger.﻿
Here our insight from the New Testament perhaps gives us an understanding Elihu did not have.  As I mentioned before, James 2:13 we are reminded that, “God’s mercy toward you will win out over his judgment against you.” Perhaps it is natural for us as flawed human being, zealous for God and his greatness to want God’s judgement to win out over mercy…but that is not God’s ways.

Job 37

I don’t want to comment too much on this chapter except to say that it is both a powerful hymn true to God’s nature and that we need to dwell upon it if we are to appreciate how to respond to God’s greatness.  I will only point to Elihu’s best statement so far: 
“23 We cannot imagine the power of the Almighty, yet he is so just and merciful that he does not oppress us. 24 No wonder people everywhere fear him. People who are truly wise show him reverence.”

Let us hope that Elihu returned home to consider the truth of this statement.

Concluding Thought

I have been very tough on Elihu.  His youth and arrogance scream out from the page.  His inability to listen to his own remarks make us shake our head.  And yet, in all this, Elihu has come closer to the truth of God than any of the three elders.  His words are sometimes true reflections of God’s nature, and sometimes clouded human understanding.  But again and again the thing that strikes me is that while his words may be true, his way of interacting with Job are so very false.  It brings to mind Paul’s great words in 1 Corinthians 13:

If I could speak in any language in heaven or on earth﻿*﻿ but didn’t love others, I would only be making meaningless noise like a loud gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 If I had the gift of prophecy, and if I knew all the mysteries of the future and knew everything about everything, but didn’t love others, what good would I be? And if I had the gift of faith so that I could speak to a mountain and make it move, without love I would be no good to anybody. 3 If I gave everything I have to the poor and even sacrificed my body, I could boast about it;﻿*﻿ but if I didn’t love others, I would be of no value whatsoever.

It is our love that makes the truth we speak audible to the world around us.  People in the world, both those who know Christ and those who do not, are broken and damaged by years of sin and the realities of a fallen world.  If we can have real love for them then our truth with matter.  If not we are but one more injury and hurt…but this time in the name of Christ.

I leave you with the words of the great N.T. scholar Bishop of Durham, N.T. (Tom) Wright.  “A person can know everything true about God and the Bible, and never make it first base as a human being.  God wants us first and foremost to be human to one another.”

Going Deeper

1) Mediate on the words of Chapter 37.  What parts of God’s greatness connect with you?  What parts do you find comfort in when you are suffering?  Which parts do not help when you are suffering?  

2) Write a prayer to God emphasising those elements from #1.  Or sing a song to him about how his greatness is indeed your comfort and strength in times of struggle.

3) Thing back to times you have wounded people with your “truth without love” (its okay, we have all done it).  This week in worship during our time of confession, offer those people to God, confess your poor words and lack of love to God, and asks him to heal the wounds of those you have spoken such words to.
4) Pick one thing about creation that makes you reflect on God’s greatness.  Every time you experience that this week, stop and give him praise!!!
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