
Why Me, Lord? #2

“Job and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day (part 1)”

Job 1

A generation ago, Judith Viorst wrote a children’s book entitled Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day, which was more recently made into a motion picture. The beginning of the story reveals, 
He could tell it was going to be a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day. He went to sleep with gum in his mouth and woke up with gum in his hair. When he got out of bed, he tripped over his skateboard and by mistake dropped his sweater in the sink while the water was running. Nothing at all was right. Everything went wrong, right down to lima beans for supper and kissing on TV.
As the day progressed, it just got worse for poor Alexander.

I would suggest, though, that Alexander’s terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day is a virtual walk in the park compared to the experience of the biblical character Job. In fact, in dealing with “Job and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day,” we have to have a “part 1” and a “part 2” in order to take it all in.

As we considered in our introductory message last week, the book of Job is very challenging both to the biblical scholar and the ordinary Christian. This has led some to believe it is fiction—a made-up story to teach a point. Rabbi Harold Kushner, author of the best-selling book, When Bad Things Happen to Good People, more recently wrote The Book of Job: When Bad Things Happened to a Good Person. In it he writes, 

The first thing you need to know about the biblical book of Job is that there are two of them. There is the Fable of Job, a very old, simple folktale of faith maintained and rewarded, found in chapters 1, 2, and 42 of the biblical book. And then there is the Poem of Job, a much later, more complicated work comprising the large middle section of the book.

I reject the view that the book of Job is religious fiction. Job was a real person, not an imaginary character; both Ezekiel 14:14, 20 and James 5:11 attest to that. Because he was a real man who had real experiences, he can tell us what we need to know about life and its problems in this real world.

The Old Testament is rich in its teaching on suffering. We don’t find a complex “theology of suffering” so much as a sharing of the experiences of people who suffered and what they learned from it.

Some believe that the book of Job is the oldest book in the Bible.
 (Warren Wiersbe suggests that Job is perhaps the oldest book in the world.
) No one knows who wrote it or when, though it seems to fit best into the patriarchal era, approximately 2100-1900 bc. According to Job 42:16, Job lived 140 years after his tragedies, perhaps to around 210 years old. His long lifespan generally corresponds to those of Terah (Abraham’s father), Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Some believe that he was a descendant of Abraham’s brother Nahor. Job lived in the land of Uz, and Uz was the name of Nahor’s eldest son.
 

Job’s wealth was measured in livestock, as was Abraham’s (Gen. 12:16). Furthermore, the book of Job also does not mention the Mosaic law. In addition, Job offered sacrifices himself rather than through the mediation of a priest, which would also not be permitted under the law. Though we cannot be certain, Job may have lived during the time of Jacob or shortly thereafter.

In Job 1:1–5 the name for God is the generic “Elohim.” But beginning in Job 1:6, the common name for God switches mainly to “Yahweh”—the distinctive name of the covenant God of Israel. So Job is clearly identified as serving and fearing Yahweh.
 This shows that the book must have been written after Moses, even if the story predates him.

The short answer is that while we do not know the author or the date, this lack of information does not affect our interpretation of the book.
 Possibly the oldest book in the Bible, Job reads like the most modern.
 So let’s travel far back in time and meet this man who will emerge from print on an ancient page into a modern-day hero in our hearts.

Job’s Sparkling Reputation

We are introduced to Job and his sparkling reputation in Job 1:1-5,

In the land of Uz there lived a man whose name was Job. This man was blameless and upright; he feared God and shunned evil. He had seven sons and three daughters, and he owned seven thousand sheep, three thousand camels, five hundred yoke of oxen and five hundred donkeys, and had a large number of servants. He was the greatest man among all the people of the East. 

His sons used to take turns holding feasts in their homes, and they would invite their three sisters to eat and drink with them. When a period of feasting had run its course, Job would send and have them purified. Early in the morning he would sacrifice a burnt offering for each of them, thinking, “Perhaps my children have sinned and cursed God in their hearts.” This was Job’s regular custom.
We do not know where in this vast tract of territory along Israel’s landward frontier Job’s home was located. Some biblical passages connect Uz with Edom (Jer. 25:20; Lam. 4:21),
 because the lifestyle of Job’s family and the description of their surroundings is similar to those of people in northern Arabia,
 also, Eliphaz, one of Job’s friends, came from Teman, which is associated with the Edomites (Job 2:11; Gen. 36:11)
; others associate it with Aram (Gen. 10:23; 22:21), northeast of the Sea of Galilee (near present-day Damascus).
 Wherever the location, it was outside Palestine and thus “serves ideally as a setting for the universal spirit and character of the message conveyed by the book of Job.”

Job’s character is described as “blameless and upright” (the kjv uses “perfect and upright”), but this does not imply that Job was sinless. All the speakers in the book, including Job himself, are convinced that all men are sinful. Job’s first recorded act is to offer sacrifices for sin. This is not the point. It is possible for sinful men to be genuinely good. It may be rare, but it is possible for a man who loves and obeys God. It requires effort, but Job had made that effort.

The word “blameless” (tam) refers to Job’s character and “upright” (yašar) to his actions. Tam and yašar describe those who have found favor in the eyes of God and other people.
 The word translated “blameless” is related to “integrity,” another important word in Job. People with integrity are whole persons, without hypocrisy or duplicity. In the face of his friends’ accusations and God’s silence, Job maintained his integrity; and the Lord ultimately vindicated him.

Job’s godliness had a positive and negative aspect. First he “feared God.”
 In Old Testament usage, to fear God is to take Him seriously.
 Oswald Chambers wrote, “The remarkable thing about fearing God is that when you fear God you fear nothing else, whereas if you do not fear God you fear everything else.”
 Second, Job “shunned evil,” which inevitably follows—when we follow the “Thou shalts” we will avoid the “Thou shalt nots.”

If you or I had been looking for an ideal family back in the old days, we very likely would have stopped dead in our tracks when we came to the residence of Mr. and Mrs. Job. He was a model father, wholly dedicated to God and to his children. His family got along well. They laughed together and shared meals together. And Job was consistent in remembering his children in prayer to God.
 

Job, like the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, functioned as a priest for his family, according to verse 5. He took his sacrificial obligation seriously, making atonement even for sins of the heart.

In those days, wealth was measured primarily in terms of land, animals, and servants; and Job had all three in abundance. But being rich did not turn him away from God. He acknowledged that the Lord gave this wealth to him, and we see later in the book that he used his wealth generously for the good of others.

So this story begins with the remarkable resume of a fine man. He’s not superman. He’s not an angel in a human’s body. He’s just a man.
 But he is a man of sparkling reputation. Verse three concludes, “He was the greatest man among all the people of the East.” Job stood head and shoulders above the men of his day. He rated high with both man and God.

Reputation is what people think we are, but character is what God knows we are. You can make or ruin a reputation in a moment, but it takes years to build character, and God is concerned about character. At the very outset of the book, God made it clear that He wasn’t punishing Job for his sins. At the end of the book, God said that Job had spoken rightly about Him, while his friends had not spoken rightly about either God or Job. All his suffering wasn’t Job’s fault; God had a much higher purpose in mind.

Verses 6-12 shift the scene from earth to heaven:

One day the angels came to present themselves before the Lord, and Satan also came with them. The Lord said to Satan, “Where have you come from?” 

Satan answered the Lord, “From roaming through the earth and going back and forth in it.” 

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.” 

“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.” 

The Lord said to Satan, “Very well, then, everything he has is in your hands, but on the man himself do not lay a finger.” Then Satan went out from the presence of the Lord. 
We are now taken to the royal throne room of heaven. The “sons of God,” angelic beings, are brought in array before God. One is cast in the role of an adversary. He is called The Satan, a title meaning, “accuser.”

The phrase “sons of God” does not occur often in the Old Testament, but when it does, it refers to angels.
 (This does not mean that Jesus, God the Son, was an angel before He became human, as some other religions believe.) And so the angelic creatures are made to appear before the Lord…even one called “the satan.”
 In Job, the Hebrew for this word is always preceded by the definite article. In the Hebrew of 1 Chronicles 21:1 the article is not used, because by then “Satan” had become a proper name.

The word “satan” means “accuser,” “slanderer,”
 or “one who acts like a prosecuting attorney.”
 (This role is especially seen in Zechariah 3:1-10.) Satan is a created being, a fallen angel, who opposes God by attacking God’s people (see Rev. 12:7-12). It surprises people to discover that Satan is neither all-knowing nor all-powerful, nor is he present everywhere. These divine attributes belong only to the Lord.

It is important to note that there is evil here, but not dualism. Satan may be the chief mischief-maker of the universe, but he is a mere creature, puny compared with the Lord. He can do only what God permits him to do. In the assembly he is more like a nuisance than an official. He is not God’s minister of prosecution; in fact, it is the Lord, not the Satan, who brings up the case of Job.

In verse 8 the Lord says 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.” (I’m sure if Job knew this were going on, he’d be motioning to God, “No! Stop! Don’t tell him that!”)
Satan’s response attacked Job’s motives. Because Satan could not deny God’s assessment of Job’s godliness, he questioned why Job was pious. “It’s all a front. He serves You only because of what he gets out of it Take the pay away and he’ll quit the job. Certainly he doesn’t serve You for nothing!”

Satan claims that Job is a spoiled favorite, loyal only because God has “put a hedge around him.” Satan scoffs that God, unworthy of love in himself, only attracts people like Job because they’re “bribed” to follow him. This is as much an attack on God as it is Job. If times ever get tough, Satan charges, such people will quickly abandon God. When God accepts the challenge to test Satan’s theory, thus consenting to let Job’s response settle the issue, the calamities begin to rain down on poor, unsuspecting Job.

No one knows quite what to make of the first two chapters. Even biblical scholars tend to view the prologue with embarrassment, or discount it as the addition of a later editor. The prologue shows God and Satan involved in—and you can almost see blush marks on the commentary pages—something resembling a wager. All Job’s trauma traces back to, well, a kind of bet, placed by the two cosmic powers.

Of course Satan is lying. The outcome of relation to God is blessing. God had blessed him, but the relation was not the result of the blessing. There is a difference between those two things. It is a question of cause and effect. Job was blessed because he feared God; he did not fear God in order to be blessed.

In the opening chapters of Job, Satan reveals himself as the first great behaviorist. Job is conditioned to love God, he claims. Take away the positive rewards, and watch faith crumble. Job, oblivious and effectively blindfolded, ranks as the main protagonist in a single-warrior combat test of the ages.

But God’s reply is to give Satan the freedom to try Job out. God sets the bounds. Again, God is always sovereign. Satan is only an adversary on a chain. He is always under God’s authority and control.

Job’s Shocking Ruin

What follows is Job’s shocking ruin, in verses 13-19,

One day when Job’s sons and daughters were feasting and drinking wine at the oldest brother’s house, a messenger came to Job and said, “The oxen were plowing and the donkeys were grazing nearby, and the Sabeans attacked and carried them off. They put the servants to the sword, and I am the only one who has escaped to tell you!” 

While he was still speaking, another messenger came and said, “The fire of God fell from the sky and burned up the sheep and the servants, and I am the only one who has escaped to tell you!” 

While he was still speaking, another messenger came and said, “The Chaldeans formed three raiding parties and swept down on your camels and carried them off. They put the servants to the sword, and I am the only one who has escaped to tell you!” 

While he was still speaking, yet another messenger came and said, “Your sons and daughters were feasting and drinking wine at the oldest brother’s house, when suddenly a mighty wind swept in from the desert and struck the four corners of the house. It collapsed on them and they are dead, and I am the only one who has escaped to tell you!”

Suddenly there’s a loud banging at the door of the big house. Once he opens that door, Job’s life will never be the same. It’s like the chilling phone call you would get in the middle of the night or the unexpected rap at your front door…an unannounced visit from someone wearing a uniform.
 In one day, Job was stripped of his wealth. One after another, four frightened messengers reported that 500 yoke of oxen, 500 donkeys, and 3,000 camels were stolen in enemy raids; 7,000 sheep were struck by lightning and killed; and all 10 of his children were killed by a tornado.

Job’s heartbreaking losses are intensified because they occurred without a hint of warning. That alone was enough to send the average person reeling. It’s easy to overlook the abrupt swiftness of the blows that hit him because we knew they were coming…and why. Having been informed of this strange “cosmic agreement” between the Sustainer of Life and the Adversary, the shock factor is diminished. While we knew the unusual nature of the deal that was struck, Job knew nothing. In fact, he may have never been told all the details of the plot. 

Remember, Job knew nothing of what had transpired in God’s presence. All he knew is this: One day things were delightful, and the next day they were dreadful. There was no rhyme or reason. Not knowing why was the maddening part.

When we don’t know why we are suffering, the suffering is harder. If I could pinpoint the cause, if I could determine the sin that brought on all this pain, I could deal with it, confess it, and maybe the suffering will end—or at least ease up. But when there’s no cause, no sin, no one to blame, no source to identify, the absence of anything tangible leaves us hanging.

In one crushing, crashing moment Job is brought to poverty and grief. Prosperity had not destroyed his faith. What would adversity do?

Job’s Stunning Response

This brings us to Job’s stunning response, recorded in verses 20-22,

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’s 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.

The hosts of heaven and of hell watched to see how Job would respond to the loss of his wealth and his children. He expressed his grief in a manner normal for that day, for God expects us to be human. After all, even Jesus wept. But then Job worshiped God and uttered a profound statement of faith. Instead of cursing God, as Satan said Job would do, Job blessed the Lord! Anybody can say, “The Lord gave” or “The Lord hath taken away”; but it takes real faith to say in the midst of sorrow and suffering, “Blessed be the name of the Lord.”
 One commentator writes, 

Job’s exclamation is the noblest expression to be found anywhere of a man’s joyful acceptance of the will of God as his only good. A man may stand before God stripped of everything that life has given him, and still lack nothing.

Job could have reacted in anger. He could have shaken his fist at God and cursed Him, raging against the injustice of his losses. Instead, he worshiped the God he had walked with for years and would continue to walk with, no matter what.

How could Job—or anybody—respond this way? Richard Exley writes,

If you’ve lived for any length of time, you’ve probably had opportunity to see the different ways people respond to adversity. The same tragedy can make one person better and another person bitter. What makes the difference? Resources. Inner resources developed across a lifetime through spiritual disciplines. If you haven’t worshipped regularly in the sunshine of your life, you probably won’t be able to worship in the darkness. If you haven’t been intimate with God in life’s ordinariness, it’s not likely that you will know how or where to find Him should life hand you some real hardships. But by the same token, if you have worshipped often and regularly, then you will undoubtedly worship well in the hour of your greatest need.

This makes us re-examine our preconceived ideas about this book. If you had asked me when I began my study what the book of Job was about, I would have been quick to respond. Job? Everybody knows what Job is about. It’s the Bible’s most complete treatment of the problem of suffering. 
I now believe I misread the book—or, more accurately, didn’t take into account the entire book. Despite the fact that all but a few pages of Job deal with the problem of pain, I am coming to the conclusion that Job is not really about the problem of pain. Suffering contributes the ingredients of the story, not its central theme. Just as a cake is not about eggs, flour, milk, and shortening, but uses those ingredients in the process of creating a cake, Job is not “about” suffering; it merely uses such ingredients in its larger story, which concerns even more important questions, cosmic questions. Seen as a whole, Job is primarily about faith in its starkest form.
 And in all of this, Job’s faith bends but it does not break.

What about ours?

If we want the kind of faith that lasts in times of adversity, we’d better be building it up now. In spite of the current deluge of “health-and-wealth theology,” the fact of the matter is that Jesus promised His followers only three things in this life: they would be always in trouble, never alone, ever at peace. The Christian faith was never intended to be merely an absence of human suffering; it is, rather, comfort in the midst of the storm, God’s working out His purposes, revealing His grace, blessing with His presence.

God allows suffering for His purpose and for His reasons. He gives permission. This should help us see God as the gracious Controller of the universe. God is free to do as He desires…and He doesn’t have to give us explanations or share His reasons. He doesn’t owe us. He has already given us His Son and His Holy Spirit to strengthen and guide us. We look at problems and losses and say “Why?” Jesus asks us to look at them and say, “Why not?”
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