
Why Me, Lord? #3

“Job and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day (part 2)”

Job 2:1-13

Last week we considered “Job and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day, part 1,” in which our hero loses all of his wealth and all ten of his children in quick succession. He may have been tempted to think, “Well, at least things can’t get worse.”

Not so fast, Job. Your terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day has a sequel.

Satan’s Personal Attack

Job 2 begins with Satan’s personal attack on Job, described in verses 1-8,

On another day the angels came to present themselves before the Lord, and Satan also came with them to present himself before him. And 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. And he still maintains his integrity, though you incited me against him to ruin him without any reason.” 

“Skin for skin!” Satan replied. “A man will give all he has for his own life. But stretch out your hand and strike his flesh and bones, and he will surely curse you to your face.” 

The Lord said to Satan, “Very well, then, he is in your hands; but you must spare his life.” 

So Satan went out from the presence of the Lord and afflicted Job with painful sores from the soles of his feet to the top of his head. Then Job took a piece of broken pottery and scraped himself with it as he sat among the ashes. 

The first three verses sound a lot like chapter one, although the Lord points out to Satan at the end of verse 3 that Job had indeed passed the test with flying colors. Through it all, Job had maintained his integrity and had not cursed God, as Satan said he would.

Satan is not impressed. “Skin for skin!” he replies. This is an odd phrase. The exact background is uncertain, but it seems to mean that one will exchange anything he has for something else of similar or better value. In reference to Job, Satan means that he has surrendered all of his possessions without complaint in exchange for his own life. This is seen in the second phrase, “a man will give all that he has for his own life.” Satan alleges that the losses were ultimately dispensable to Job; in other words, Job is selfish.

“Every man has his price,” said Satan. “Job can raise another family and start another business because he still has health and strength. Let me touch his body and take away his health, and You will soon hear him curse You to Your face.”
 Death would be easier than painful, agonizing suffering; so, if Job were subjected to torture, he would renounce God.

Although God rejects the Satan’s reasoning, He releases Job into Satan’s power for further testing. But again He set a boundary to the affliction by prohibiting Satan from taking Job’s life. This concession reveals the full extent of God’s confidence in Job, namely, that Job’s basic commitment is to God alone. This means that Job, being ignorant of this dialogue, is about to experience another terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day. The shadow of death will fall over him so heavily that he will think that he is afflicted by a terminal illness with no hope of recovery. In this way God allows Job’s faith to be tested to its innermost core.

Before we look into Job’s physical suffering, I want to point out here that, while Satan is clearly the cause of Job’s affliction in this case, not all physical pain comes from the Evil One. Sometimes Satan’s demons can cause (among other things) blindness (Matt. 12:22), muteness (9:32–33), physical deformities (Luke 13:11–17), incessant pain (2 Cor. 12:7), and insanity (Matt. 8:28–34).
 Yet if you tune into Christian television on virtually any given day you can hear faith healers screaming at satanic spirits of sicknesses ranging from asthma to arthritis. But is Satan really behind every sickness?

The answer is simply, no. Sometimes physical affliction is the natural result of carelessness on our part, and we have nobody to blame but ourselves. Other times our agony can be the result of the choice of others, since consequences are not always limited to the one who chooses. Some suffering can only be chalked up to original sin. We live in a cursed world in which disease, disability, disaster, and death are all part of the wages of sin. And, yes, at times suffering comes from the hand of the oppressor, Satan.

It is crucial to note, however, that this world is under the sovereign control of God, not Satan. Thus, we can rest assured that even in sickness and suffering all things work together for good to those who love God and are called according to his purpose, as Romans 8:28 promises. For the child of God, the hope is not perfect health in this lifetime but a resurrected body in the life to come.

Verse seven records that Satan afflicted Job with “painful sores” from head to toe. The two Hebrew words translated “sore boils” were used of one of the ten plagues in Egypt (Exodus 9:8–11; Deuteronomy 28:27) and of Hezekiah’s illness (2 Kings 20:7).

Medical doctors have been curious about this particular ailment for years. One resource says it was smallpox. Another one, elephantiasis. Another, chronic eczema. Another leprosy. One suggested psoriasis. Another piryriasis. Another keratosis. Not surprisingly, several suggested it was melanoma, an aggressive form of skin cancer. One identifies in medical terms, pemphigus foliogeus.

It is this last possibility, pemphigus foliogeus, that seems to fit best the symptoms of Job’s afflictions—inflamed, ulcerous sores (Job 2:7), itching (Job 2:8), degenerative changes in facial skin (Job 2:7, 12), loss of appetite (Job 3:24), depression (Job 3:24–25), hardened skin and running sores (Job 7:5), difficulty in breathing, figuratively if not literally (Job 9:18), dark eyelids (Job 16:16), foul breath (Job 19:17), loss of weight (Job 19:20; 33:21), continual pain (Job 30:17), restlessness (Job 30:27), blackened skin (Job 30:30), and fever (Job 30:30).
 It may have lasted for several months at least, because Job referred to his “months of vanity” (Job 7:3) and the “months gone by” (Job 29:2).
 We cannot know for certain, however. The multiple symptoms could fit different maladies. As with any major illness Job experienced multiple complications and probably suffered from many ailments. Whether he was struck by a terminal illness is not stated. In the ancient world there probably existed no sharp demarcation between curable and incurable diseases. One patient might survive a dreaded disease while another succumbed to a minor infection. Thus Satan could have chosen any chronic disease, for ancient people did not assign the death blow to the disease itself but to God. Although God prevented Satan from taking Job’s life, Job, ignorant of this situation, feared that his illness was incurable and that death was inevitable. Since chronic illnesses like boils were often considered a divine curse, Job’s contemporaries would quickly conclude that he was being punished for some moral wrong.
 In short, Job became the personification of misery.

Verse 8 reveals that Job “sat among the ashes.” The reference is probably to the garbage dump outside the city, where the city trash was deposited and burned, and there the city’s rejects lived, begging alms from whoever passed by. The city’s leading citizen was now living in abject poverty and shame.
 This could indicate that he was now an outcast, like a leper quarantined from the general public. But in that case his friends would not have had access to him. This self-exile was more likely his own sorrowful way of accepting his new status as a piece of human trash to be thrown out with other garbage in the place of discarded things.
 And let us not forget the fact that the physical affliction of Job was added to a sorrow that was already deep in his heart, the grief over the death of his children and the loss of his earthly possessions.
 Complete confusion, total isolation, unbearable pain, no hope of change, sitting in filthy surroundings, removed from all the comforts of home. In short, Job became “Ground Zero” in human form.

Some Pathetic Advice

Into this horrendous setting comes some pathetic advice from Job’s wife in verse 9: “His wife said to him, ‘Are you still holding on to your integrity? Curse God and die!’”
How do we understand this? Is this one further fling of the Satan’s style of temptation: Give up on God! Some see a connection between Satan’s prediction to God that if calamity befell Job, he would “surely curse You to Your face” (Job 1:11, 2:5) and her advice, “Curse God and die!” Often those who are closest to a person can be used by Satan to discourage and divert them from the path of faith.

Or are we here simply seeing the wife’s own misery? It is so hard to live near to someone who is suffering and to be utterly unable to do anything. Our own frustration is often turned to irritation with the one who is in pain: we blame the suffering person for causing us such discomfort. Job’s wife suggests that he is already as good as dead: why not cut the remaining suffering short by cursing God and provoking him to strike Job down?
 Maybe her conclusion is: “Job, you have been true to God, but God has not been true to you. You can’t change what’s happened to us but at least you can have the satisfaction of having the last word.” Perhaps she has become bitter and cynical and ready to fling away her faith.

Or is this genuine sympathy, longing for Job not to suffer any more?
 At best her suggestion expresses a sincere desire to see Job out of his misery, and the sooner the better. She does not seem to see the possibility of the recovery of health and restoration of wealth. She sees death as the only good remaining for Job. He should curse God in order to die, an indirect way of committing suicide.

Perhaps we’ve been too hard on Mrs. Job. She has been called “the helpmeet of the devil” by some.
 She was wrong, of course; but in all fairness, we must consider her situation. She had lost ten children in one day, and that would be enough to devastate any mother. The family wealth was gone, and she was no longer the “leading lady” in the land. Her husband, once the greatest man in the East, was now sitting at the city garbage dump, suffering from a terrible disease. What did she have left? Rather than watch her husband waste away in pain and shame, she would prefer that God strike him dead and get it over with immediately. Perhaps if Job cursed God, God would do it.

Isn’t it a little easier to understand how she could suggest, “Job, let’s just pull the plug? Don’t go on. You can’t keep living like this, I can’t stand it. Curse God and let Him take you home to be with Him.” I think so. She’s reached her limit and is willing to let him go. I’m not justifying the woman’s reasoning as much as trying to understand it.

Whatever prompted her to suggest that he renounce God and die could only add to Job’s suffering.
 And Satan was never closer to a smile than at that moment as he and his minions gathered near, staring, waiting, hoping. Surely they were urging, “Say it, Job. Say it! Go ahead—curse your God!” Everything hung on Job’s response to his wife.

In verse ten we read, “Job replied, ‘You are talking like a foolish woman. Shall we accept good from God, and not trouble?’ In all this, Job did not sin in what he said.” 

Before we get to what Job says about God, let’s look at how he speaks to his wife. He treats his wife with sensitivity and courteously to her bitter advice. He maintained the responsibility of spiritual leadership in responding to the less mature faith of his wife, who was willing to accept good but not evil at the hand of God.
 This is, in the eyes of one author, “one of the most challenging statements in all of the Bible.” He adds,

It is not right to take the good of life for granted and then complain about adversity. Many people respond to trouble as Job’s wife did. They go through life standing at the complaint counter. They feel that God owes them an easy life and that He is unjust if everything is not perfect. So, when trouble comes, they respond to it by becoming angry, bitter, and complaining against God.

Job had accepted the good of life with a grateful spirit. Now he would try to endure the bad of life with a gracious spirit. He would take his losses with quietness and courage. There would be no bitterness in him. In this response Job teaches us much about how to live and how to die.

This is a hard lesson for some believers to learn, especially if they feel they have been promised health and wealth or have misunderstood that God’s wonderful plan for their lives involves only pleasantness and not trouble. Believers on this side of the cross have many more examples from both the Bible and church history of God’s people who have suffered. Job was much more in the dark. Yet out of that darkness his strong belief in the sovereignty of God shown forth all the more brilliantly.
 As one commentator writes, “It is easier to lower your view of God than to raise your faith to such a height.”

And, once again, Job passes the test. He did not sin in what he said. We might think the book of Job should end here—with faith triumphing over adversity. Instead, the book continues for another forty chapters, as Job struggles to come to terms with what has happened to him.

Some Peaceful Attentiveness

A big reason for the next forty chapters shows up in verses 11-13, in the form of three friends and some peaceful attentiveness: 

When Job’s three friends, Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the Naamathite, heard about all the troubles that had come upon him, they set out from their homes and met together by agreement to go and sympathize with him and comfort him. When they saw him from a distance, they could hardly recognize him; they began to weep aloud, and they tore their robes and sprinkled dust on their heads. Then they sat on the ground with him for seven days and seven nights. No one said a word to him, because they saw how great his suffering was.

Having heard about Job’s perils, three of his friends—Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar, apparently prominent men—visited him. Eliphaz was probably the eldest of the three, for he is listed first, he spoke first, his speeches are longer and more mature in content, and God addressed him as the representative of the others.

Now follows one of the most moving paragraphs in the whole book of Job. If for the most part Job’s friends got things wrong (as we shall see), here at the beginning they do it right. Together “they set out from their homes and met together by agreement to go and sympathize with him and comfort him.” 

They cared enough for Job to travel a long distance to visit him. And when they commiserated with him, they didn’t sit in a comfortable home or hospital room: they sat with him on the ash heap. Because their grief was so great, they couldn’t speak for seven days. (Of course, they made up for their silence afterward.)
 According to the Talmud, comforters were required to remain silent until the mourner addressed them. The friends did their most effective work of comforting when they kept silent.

The best way to help people who are hurting is just to be with them, saying little or nothing, and letting them know you care. Don’t try to explain everything; explanations never heal a broken heart. If his friends had listened to him, accepted his feelings, and not argued with him, they would have helped him greatly; but they chose to be prosecuting attorneys instead of witnesses. In the end, the Lord rebuked them; and they had to ask Job’s forgiveness.
 Joseph Bayly writes,

What do we say when we talk to the grieving person? We are most likely to be helpful with an economy of words. In our contacts with people at death as at other times, it is easy to say too much, to talk when we ought to listen…

Sensitivity in the presence of grief should usually make us more silent, more listening.

“I’m sorry,” is honest; “I know how you feel,” is usually not—even though you may have experienced the death of a person who had the same familial relationship to you as the deceased person had to the grieving one…

Don’t try to “prove” anything to a survivor. An arm about the shoulder, a firm grip of the hand: these are the proofs grief needs, not logical reasoning.

I was sitting, torn by grief. Someone came and talked to me of God’s dealings, of why it happened, of hope beyond the grave. He talked constantly, he said things I knew were true.

I was unmoved, except to wish he’d go away. He finally did.

Another came and sat beside me. He didn’t talk. He didn’t ask leading questions. He just sat beside me for an hour and more, listened when I said something, answered briefly, prayed simply, left.

I was moved. I was comforted. I hated to see him go.

Job asked, “Shall we accept good from God and not accept adversity?” Because he knew that God is God, someday He will make it clear. That’s one of the reasons I believe heaven will be such a delightful place. When we step into His presence for the first time we will be given the panoramic view, and then (and not until then) we will respond, “So that’s the reason! Now I get it!”

God is totally and completely and absolutely in charge. If He wipes out every member of your family, He is in charge. If He ends your business in bankruptcy, He is in charge. If the x-ray returns and it couldn’t be worse, He is in charge. Please accept that teaching. How magnificent it is to find those who trust Him to the very end of this vale of suffering saying, “And may His name be praised. I don’t understand it. Can’t explain it. Nevertheless, may His name be praised.” That is worship at its highest level.

May God enable us to raise our faith to such heights rather than lower our view of Him.
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