
Why Me, Lord? #5

“Eloquent Eliphaz”

Job 4-6; 15-16; 22-24

English author Samuel Johnson is famous for the quote, “Hell is paved with good intentions.”
 More recently, Aldous Huxley added, “Hell isn’t merely paved with good intentions; it’s walled and roofed with them. Yes, and furnished too.”

Certainly we can agree that much harm has been done despite even the best of intentions. Perhaps you have been one who has sincerely meant well, yet everything you did turned out wrong. Or perhaps you were the recipient of someone’s good intentions that fell flat. Sometimes it’s funny; sometimes it’s frustrating; sometimes it’s infuriating.

As we continue in our study of the book of Job, we come to the major portion of the book containing an interesting series of exchanges made by the three friends and Job. There are three cycles of speeches as each takes turn “comforting” Job and then Job responds. In the interest of time and understanding, I want to follow the lead of Robert Schaper in his book, Why Me, God? as he considers each of the three friends’ combined words (and the subsequent replies of Job) in separate chapters.

The three friends are not clones of each other in what they say, and we will see that there is a measure of development in their speeches as we move through the three cycles. But by and large they say the same things in similar ways, and for the purposes of this overview we will consider them together so that we are introduced to the common features of their woeful theology.

I have no doubt that these three men had the best of intentions when they went to comfort Job. Yet they failed miserably; they accomplished the exact opposite of their aim. Instead of lifting him up, they bring him further down. Part of this is hardly their fault; the first rule of ministry to people who are depressed is that you will almost certainly get it wrong. You cook their favorite meal, you clean up their kitchen while they are out, and you put fresh flowers on the table. When they come home, they are highly offended. You are supposed to realize that their present loss of appetite means that the sight of their favorite meal will reduce them to tears. Tidying the kitchen is actually a way of saying to them that you think they live like a slob. Putting fresh flowers on the table was wrong, because they will die, making them even more depressed. In this sense, Job’s three friends, trying to minister to a depressed person, are therefore bound to get it wrong. But their getting it wrong is not only because of Job’s state of mind. They get it wrong in a deeper sense also, as we will see. We will need to ask serious questions about the theological ground on which they are standing as they make their responses to Job, and also about the practical conclusions to which they come.

Their problem, in short, is that they give easy answers to life’s most complex problem.
 The theology that underlies all three friends is very simple and clear:

· God is absolutely in control. 

· God is absolutely just and fair. 

· Therefore He always punishes wickedness and blesses righteousness—always (and soon and certainly in this life). If He were ever to do otherwise, He would necessarily be unjust, which is inconceivable. 

· Therefore, if I suffer I must have sinned and am being punished for my sin. 

This logic undergirds almost all they say.
 Though they all argue from different perspectives, they come eventually to the same conclusion: Job is suffering because of his sins. They firmly believe that the judgment of God has come upon him. Sound familiar? This was the most common explanation for suffering not only in Job’s day, but in our day as well. Almost everyone seems to look on suffering as a punishment from God.

These three friends of Job mean well, but the way they proceed to deal with his crisis makes an already bad situation worse. They do a very common thing—they try to intellectualize life. Job is trying desperately just to cope, to muster up enough strength to endure one more hour of pain and adjust to the new set of circumstances that are so radically different from his past. What he needs at this time is understanding and compassion and a sense of hope, but that is not what his friends are interested in offering him. Instead they offer “an explanation to life.” To further complicate matters, in Job’s case their explanation is wrong.

Job’s friends ask him to look not at himself and his sickness but at himself and his sin. Their philosophy is brutally cold and utterly conventional. To them sickness is always due to personal sin. They find in sin and suffering the inevitability of cause and effect. They therefore accuse Job vehemently of secret sin and urge him to repent.
 

Eliphaz’ Persistent Accusation

The first friend to speak (in all three cycles) is Eliphaz the Temanite. Teman was one of the most important towns of Edom, according to Jeremiah 49:20; Amos 1:12; and Obadiah 9. Eliphaz himself bears an Edomite name. One of the sons of Esau is called Eliphaz in Genesis 36:4, described as “the firstborn of Esau” in verse 15. Whether the Eliphaz of Job is the same person, we cannot know. But he does seem to be an Edomite.

Being the first to speak, Eliphaz is definitely the most prominent and eloquent statesman of the three comforters. (Hence the title of this message, “Eloquent Eliphaz.”) His speeches are significantly longer than those of the other comforters. He is also the most articulate of the three friends.

Eliphaz is probably the oldest of the three, and identifies with the experienced wise in Job 15:9-10.
 He starts out as the gentlest and generally nicest of the three friends, though this does not last throughout the book. He has a deep faith in God’s transcendent holiness, and a deep experience of God making Himself known.

That word “experience” is key, I believe, in understanding Eliphaz’ perspective. He rests his philosophy of life on a two-fold basis—(a) on general observation, and (b) on a supposed spiritual illumination. As to the first, see the recurrence of “I have seen” in Job 4:8; 5:3; and 15:17. As to the second, see his reference to a secret vision, in Job 4:12-16, and his reference to a special wisdom handed down from his Temanite predecessors, in Job 15:18-19.
 In a word, Eliphaz is the voice of experience. 

Experience can be a good thing, but it can also be used as a foundation of pride. Eliphaz falls into this category. He’s the guy that can top everyone’s story. No matter what you may say, he can match it…and then go one better. If you tell the story of having a flat tire in the rain, he’ll tell you about the time he had two flat tires…in freezing rain. He begins his tales with, “Oh, that’s nothing…” or “You should have been there when…” or “Let me tell you about the time…” He listens just long enough to know how to turn the conversation onto himself. And that’s the bottom line: himself.
In Job 4, Eliphaz’s approach seems to start out positive enough, even gentle; but it was only honey to prepare Job for the bitterness that would follow. “If someone ventures a word with you, will you be impatient?” he asked in verse 2. “Don’t get upset, Job!” is what he was saying. “In the past, your words have been a help to many people; and we want our words to be a help to you.”

He begins politely enough, but this civility soon fades in his zeal for righteousness and it really never appears again. So much for gracious formalities. I feel a real sting to his words in verses 5-6. “Job, you were great as an instructor, but you can’t take your own teaching!”
 In other words, Job could “give it,” but he couldn’t “take it”!

Verse 8 is a good summary of Eliphaz’ smug position, “My experience shows that those who plant trouble and cultivate evil will harvest the same” (nlt). This sounds a lot like Galatians 6:7, “A man reaps what he sows.” But a closer look reveals an amazing difference in the applications of Eliphaz and Paul. Eliphaz insists that a present harvest of trouble and sorrow is proof of evil seeds. Paul looks for harvest in God’s final day when the true results of faith and love will most certainly be reaped. Paul is encouraging the man of faith; Eliphaz is discouraging any person who suffers now.

Eliphaz goes too far. It is one thing to appeal to an abstract principle that seems self-evident to the mind of a man with moral sense. It is quite another to apply it to Job’s particular case. Eliphaz claims that he has never observed an exception to the rule. Job could have told him, “You haven’t seen much!”
 That’s one problem with basing our philosophy of life on experience and observation—we’re limited to our own experiences. We assume that what we’ve seen is all there is. And that is a dangerous assumption!

Job must be guilty of horrible sins for which he is now being punished. How does Eliphaz know this? He has appealed to experience. But, as if suspecting that his position is vulnerable, he falls back on a claim to more immediate knowledge of divine mysteries. He came to understand the fate of the wicked as the result of a dream revelation, described in verses 12-21. Unlike the classical prophets, who heard the Word of the Lord with all their faculties alert, Eliphaz’s experience is more like that of Balaam in Numbers 24.
 Incidentally, it is fascinating to see how Eliphaz combines the traditions of wisdom with the experience of mysticism, although his mysticism seems frighteningly close to the occult.

Eliphaz’s central premise is that everyone is guilty of error. From this premise he derives two basic arguments. First, he boldly articulates the law of retribution, that the righteous prosper and the wicked suffer hardship in this life and face a premature death (4:7–21). Second, he lauds God’s greatness and his compassionate care in delivering his own from sorrow (5:9–26). Loss and suffering are not a final tragedy, for God will rescue anyone who is repentant from their grip and he will bestow an abundance of blessings. Therefore, misfortune presents an opportunity for the afflicted to discover hidden errors and to seek God’s compassion through contrition.

In chapter five Eliphaz turns, with no concern for his own inconsistency, from an unmoved and withdrawn God to one who carefully orders the processes of justice among men. The key verse is Job 5:17, “Blessed is the man whom God corrects; so do not despise the discipline of the Almighty.” This is very similar to Proverbs 3:11-12, “My son, do not despise the Lord's discipline and do not resent his rebuke, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, as a father the son he delights in.” The only problem is that God is not chastening or disciplining Job, as we know from the Prologue; therefore, this marvelous truth of divine discipline is totally misapplied.

In light of his cause-and-effect view of sin, Eliphaz offered advice in Job 5:8, “As for me, I would seek God, and I would place my cause before God.” That approach—“if I were in your place”—was of little help, for Eliphaz was not and had never been in Job’s place.
 Again we see the danger of relying on our own experience as everyone else’s.

Eliphaz seems unable to allow God to be the judge of rewards and punishments, or even to allow that some principle other than rewards and punishments may be in operation. He insists on interpreting what he sees before his eyes as evidence of God’s mind. But as Psalm 73 makes clear, God’s actions and providences do not necessarily fit in with our immediate expectancies. God is working to purposes of his own. It is only when the psalmist could see things from the perspective of eternity in verse 17 that he began to understand. Eliphaz fails to distinguish between an earthly and a heavenly perspective. He operates with an easy natural view of causes and effects—that a visible “effect” (Job’s suffering) must come from an obvious cause (Job’s sin). So Job ought to stop protesting his innocence, and rather take responsibility for the sins which must, Eliphaz insists, lie behind his present sufferings.

We hear Eliphaz again in Job 15. In his first speech, Eliphaz had followed the decorum of the Middle East by speaking politely and indirectly, having been careful not to strike Job’s wounded soul. In his second oration, he abandoned such courtesy with open and sharp attacks on Job with one dagger-thrust after another. At first he considered Job a righteous man temporarily chastened by God, but now Eliphaz saw him as a hardened sinner in arrogant rebellion against God.

There are no new ideas here: Eliphaz merely repeats his former thesis that man is a sinner and God must punish sinners.
 But the tone becomes nastier. He says in verses 2-3, “Would a wise man answer with empty notions or fill his belly with the hot east wind? Would he argue with useless words, with speeches that have no value?” Job is a windbag.
 Eliphaz was using one of the oldest tactics in debate—if you can’t refute your opponent’s arguments, attack his words and make them sound like a lot of “hot air.”

Then Eliphaz pulls rank on Job: “What do you know that we do not know?” (15:9), and “We are senior to you and more experienced” (15:10).
 Eliphaz insinuates that Job is not only stupid; he is dangerous. His words are a threat to sound religion.
 Job doesn’t fit the pattern, and the only conclusion must be that he is a threat to his religion. Moffatt translates his words: “You undermine religion with your threatening of God.”

In this second set of remarks, Eliphaz criticizes Job in much stronger terms than we have heard previously.
 It is a subtlety of our author that Eliphaz, who began by calling Job a windbag, ends his own speech with a pile of verbiage.

The third speech in Job 22 is even more cutting than the second. No longer is he discussing the general fate of the wicked, but the heinous sin of Job. Pity has fled with discernment in the wild rush to maintain a dogma.
 Many readers are perplexed by the gratuitously nasty tone of Eliphaz’ remarks in this third discourse.

What should have been an encouraging discussion among friends had become an angry and painful debate. Instead of trying to calm things down, Eliphaz assumed the office of prosecuting attorney and turned this into a trial.
 He starts to manufacture “evidence” against Job, accusing him of various sins. He claims that Job has been unjust to his family (22:6), uncaring to the hungry and thirsty (22:7), lording it over the widows and the orphans (22:9). That is why Job is in torment now (22:10–11).

Somewhere in all of these words, accusation overran compassion. And don’t think Job missed it.

Job’s Protective Argument 

Now we turn to Job’s protective argument. As with Eliphaz, we will consider his responses together. His first response is found in chapters 6-7. In one sense this first reply is a continuation of his lament in chapter 3. Job is still ventilating the bitterness of his soul and desiring earnestly the nothingness of Sheol. Yet there is an added dimension to this grief. What he has now heard from a friendly counselor only plunges him further into the abyss.

Job had hoped for refreshment from them, but they were like a riverbed to which a parched traveler turns aside, only to find it dry as dust. “Miserable comforters are you all,” he says in 16:2, and again in 16:3 he calls them windbags and wishes they would shut up.
 Job maintains that if roles were reversed he would not treat a sufferer so. He pictures himself as a victim of attack by a wild animal (16:9) and as a helpless object of the wrath of a fierce soldier (16:14). Yet Job doggedly holds to his innocence (16:17).

Unmoved by Eliphaz’ sarcasm—“Do you really expect God to present you with a list of your sins?”—Job repeats that that is, in fact, precisely what he wants. How can he repent sincerely, how can he change his ways, how can he maintain his faith in God’s justice, unless he knows what he has done to deserve what happened to him?

In his third reply in Job 23, Job repeats his desire for a confrontation with God to present his case. God would hear and acquit him (23:6-7). But God is completely hidden from Job. What a contrast to Psalm 139. Job can find God nowhere! Yet he believes God knows his integrity and Job will “come forth as gold” (23:10).

Job is downright disgusted with Eliphaz, and rightly so! He chooses not to sit there and take another punch in the face by this insulting, proud man. Job’s self-respect steps up in spades. “Sorry comforters are you all.” How’s that for an opening line of disgust? Choice description: Sorry comforters. Talk about an oxymoron! 

People who are graceless and insulting don’t get a clue unless you are equally strong in return. So, sometimes, like Job, you have to plant a firm verbal blow in their brain. To be sure you are getting through, there are times you must fight fire with fire. You have to be just as blunt or they’ll walk all over you and stomp you into the dirt. Which explains why Job calls them “sorry comforters.” He doesn’t smile and act pious—he responds truthfully. His integrity is revealed in his honesty.

To be a good counselor requires enormous timing, great wisdom, a long rope, and great understanding. Job is pleading for all of that as he asks Eliphaz to consider his miserable plight. “I don’t think you’d say these things, Eliphaz, if you sat where I sit.”

If you’d find fault with Job, it’s because you’ve never been there. There’s not a counselor who has been in that kind of work very long before she or he meets up with someone who is distressed over the way God has treated them. Their words are strong, full of anguish, because they don’t understand how a loving, gracious, good God could allow such devastating events to happen to one of His own.

Our Present Application

That brings us to our present application. What can we learn from eloquent Eliphaz and his dealings with Job? Eliphaz is the voice of experience, but experience has its limitations. Experience is limited to the viewpoint of the person; we have not been through what every person on earth has. The problem here is that Job’s experience is extreme. Job was much greater than is normal for human experience, and he was brought down much lower than is normal for human experience. Although we sometimes like to think we are like Job, we are not often like him at all. He was richer than we will ever be, greater, finer, and nobler. And he became poorer, much poorer, than we will ever be and was brought down into depths of destitution, multiple bereavement, and chronic, isolating sickness that we know only in part.

They do not seem to have been where Job is. So in Job 4:2-5 Eliphaz says in effect, “I can’t quite see why you should be so miserable, Job. You used to be the one offering comfort to others, and I must admit you were very good at it. Well, that wasn’t so difficult when you weren’t suffering; but now it’s your turn, and you don’t like it, do you?” They are sorry for him at the start, but they don’t understand his pain. These comforters have plenty of theories about suffering, but we wonder if they have ever been there. They are more attached to their theories than to Job their friend.
 Experience doesn’t make you an expert. But it can give you empathy.

Eliphaz has a simple and logical system. And he will never let the evidence get in the way of this system. In a cold way it provides him with a kind of reassurance. Job began with the same system, but he is learning that it is not true. And by honest belief grappling with this, he is on the path to truth.

Most people will agree that ultimately God blesses the righteous, His own people, and judges the wicked; but that is not the question discussed in Job. It is not the ultimate but the immediate about which Job and his three friends are concerned, and not only they but also David in Psalm 37, Asaph in Psalm 73, and even Jeremiah in Jeremiah 12:1–6.

In the context of the whole Bible, perhaps the deepest error and omission of the friends is this: they have no place for innocent suffering. They think that if the righteous were ever to suffer or perish, it would be a blot on the moral landscape. As Eliphaz asks, “Who that was innocent ever perished?” (Job 4:7). We now know that the Bible places against that question a large eternal cross.

The evil results of turning living faith into cold logic are also seen in the Eliphazes of the present time who are found in the prosperity movements within the Christian churches. They argue that because God blesses the righteous, material prosperity is therefore a sign of divine blessing, and therefore something we should seek. We do not have to travel very far before we find the quest for material prosperity replacing the quest for godliness and righteousness of life. It is the Eliphaz mistake all over again, though in a different form. Faith in the living God has been replaced by a twisted logic. The moral universe of the gracious all-sovereign Creator God has been replaced by a smaller universe of natural causes, and material values.

The book of Job doesn’t speak to his friends’ motivations for saying what they did. However, since cold comfort has been passed down through the generations, we can speculate… Being faced with helplessness and horrible suffering in someone can produce feelings of fear, powerlessness, and desire to escape. Words of judgment, accusation, and impatience can push the person further from us, so that we do not have to take the pain into our own hearts. Platitudes and solutions come from the illusion that logic and reasoning have the power to shortcut the long journey of grief. Walter Wangerin in his book From Mourning into Dancing offers insights into the attitudes of effective helpers:

· You are not expected to fix the mortal break but to companion the broken.

· Do not expect gratitude, meek obedience, rational behavior, or thanks; expect nothing for yourself.

· Know the grief process, but know the griever even more.

· Make peace with your own death and with death itself.

· Your presence is more important than any solutions you might propose; stay with them, abide.

· When they repeat themselves or tell the same story again, remember that there is healing in expression, and the point is not for you to learn something you hadn’t known before.

Paul shows how our experience can be turned to empathy in 2 Corinthians 1:3-4,

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.

As we experience suffering and sorrow, and we experience the comfort that God brings, we can use that same comfort to comfort others who are suffering themselves. It doesn’t mean that we become and expert on suffering, nor should we don our Sherlock Holmes’ hats and always try to figure out why the person is suffering. Don’t be shocked or threatened by what they say. Just share the love of Jesus with them. 

The road to Heaven is paved with that kind of intention.
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