
Why Me, Lord? #8

“An Important Interlude”

Job 11-14; 20-21; 27

A break.

A breath of fresh air.

A beam of hope.

Call it what you will, the book of Job (and our study of it) could use a timeout. Thankfully we have come to an important interlude in the book as we turn to chapter 28.

Job 28 has been called a “masterful hymn in praise of wisdom.”
 Yet it is a bit of an enigma. It stands complete in itself, and is not joined smoothly with the preceding and following material. Yet it does not interrupt the flow (as some suggest), as if it would be better out of the way; for there is a natural break at this point.
 Who is speaking these words? Why do they appear here? What is the point?

As to the source, some scholars believe Job is speaking here.
 Job had been refuting the three counselors, who had maintained that they knew God’s ways, and now affirms that it is not possible for man to presume that he can discern the inscrutable mysteries of the majestic God.
 This is certainly possible, but the tone of this chapter is a marked contrast from the tone of Job’s rebuttals to his friend’s accusations.
 Others believe that the author of the book inserted this chapter; that it does not belong to Job or any of his three friends.
 I think this is the most likely answer.

Even more importantly, why is it here? This is a very different chapter from all that has gone before and all that follows. It is a unique chapter in the book. It has no smooth literary connection with the immediate contexts before or after; it is not addressed to any of the participants; it contains no accusations, no complaints, and no responses to anything said previously. And it has a reflective tone, which contrasts with the passionate arguments on either side. Here is a tranquil, contemplative pause for thought.
 It functions as an interlude. If the book of Job was presented as a drama, a chorus could have sung it.
 Another suggests that this is dropping a curtain between acts of the drama.

Rather than viewing Job 28 as an inserted interruption in the flow of the argument between Job and his friends, it was rather the writer’s attempt to give his readers a heavenly perspective in the midst of so much talk that was devoid of divine wisdom.
 I believe that Job 27 is Job’s final word to his friends. After Job 28 he makes his final speech in his defense before God. In between stands Job 28.
 It functions as a bridge between the dialogue and the groups of speeches that are coming.

Job (and, no doubt, the reader) was weary of the clichés and platitudes that his three friends were giving him in the name of “wisdom.” His friends were sure that their words were pure gold, but Job concluded they were tinsel and trash. The three men had knowledge, but they lacked wisdom. “Wisdom is the right use of knowledge,” said Charles Spurgeon. “To know is not to be wise. Many men know a great deal, and are all the greater fools for it. There is no fool so great a fool as the knowing fool. But to know how to use knowledge is to have wisdom.”

As we arrive at Job 28 we move from the realm of mere knowledge (intellectual information) to the subject of wisdom (spiritual perception).
 We learn three important truths: Wisdom cannot be obtained by human work; wisdom cannot be obtained by hoarded wealth; wisdom can only be obtained by holy worship.

Wisdom cannot be obtained by human work

First we learn that wisdom cannot be obtained by human work in Job 28:1-11,

There is a mine for silver and a place where gold is refined. Iron is taken from the earth, and copper is smelted from ore. Man puts an end to the darkness; he searches the farthest recesses for ore in the blackest darkness. Far from where people dwell he cuts a shaft, in places forgotten by the foot of man; far from men he dangles and sways. The earth, from which food comes, is transformed below as by fire; sapphires come from its rocks, and its dust contains nuggets of gold. No bird of prey knows that hidden path, no falcon’s eye has seen it. Proud beasts do not set foot on it, and no lion prowls there. Man’s hand assaults the flinty rock and lays bare the roots of the mountains. He tunnels through the rock; his eyes see all its treasures. He searches the sources of the rivers and brings hidden things to light. 

These verses describe man’s uncanny ability to ferret out valuable metals from the almost inaccessible depths of the earth. He dramatically describes the activity of mining. The miners penetrate the darkness, far from man’s normal habitat. They suspend themselves in precarious spots, far below the unsuspecting field where grain is sprouting, and where birds and beasts never come. The miner even diverts streams to find the precious metals.

Mining was an amazing feat for man in those bygone days, equivalent to some of our technological advances today. The warning of the poet was that man should not be fooled by his marvelous accomplishments.
 Though man can dig deep into the earth and find great wealth, man cannot find God’s wisdom by mere human efforts. It takes more than courage and native intelligence; it demands humility and spiritual perception.

Consider what he’s saying, “Dig into the earth, you’ll find precious jewels and metals, but you won’t find wisdom. Probe into the outer spaces and the mysteries will unfold, but you’ll not find wisdom. Study nature’s wonders, examine all that this earth holds for you, and there will be exciting discoveries, but you won’t find wisdom!”
This assures us that as helpful as an education may be, reading widely or traveling broadly, or even being mentored by the brightest, none of that will automatically result in wisdom. It is not found in textbooks. Or discoveries. Or inventions. Or in some guru’s mind. It is here we find the point: Seeking wisdom through human effort is a waste of time.

We might imagine that the book of Job is primarily about arguments, philosophies, and debates. It is not: it is about the search of a believing sufferer for wisdom, the longing to understand why this world is as it is. And implicit therefore in this as yet unexplained start to the poem is the invitation to us as readers to be not just philosophers, thinkers, or debaters but honest seekers after wisdom.

So the poet moves to a meditation on the most deeply frustrating tension of Job’s existence. He simply must know the answer to the question, “Why?” and yet he absolutely cannot find this out.

This poem celebrates the wonders of human technology, of what we sometimes call know-how; but the deeper question is not know-how but know-why. Here in this poem about mining we see a parallel between the natural domain and a greater and deeper search in the cosmic domain, the search for wisdom. In the imagery of the Old Testament this wisdom means something like the Architecture of the Universe: “The Lord by wisdom founded the earth; by understanding he established the heavens,” Proverbs 3:19 tells us.

When God built the universe, he did so according to the blueprint called wisdom. Wisdom is the fundamental underlying order according to which the universe is constructed. This is deeper than just an order in its material composition (which is the subject of the study of the material sciences); this order extends also to the moral and spiritual dimensions of existence. It is metaphysical as well as physical.
 For that reason, wisdom cannot be obtained by human work.

Wisdom cannot be obtained by hoarded wealth

Secondly, wisdom cannot be obtained by hoarded wealth. Back in the 1960s The Beatles recorded a hit song, “Money Can’t Buy Me Love.” The author of this poem could add, “Money Can’t Buy Me Wisdom, Either.”

We continue with Job 28:12-19,

But where can wisdom be found? Where does understanding dwell? Man does not comprehend its worth; it cannot be found in the land of the living. The deep says, “It is not in me”; the sea says, “It is not with me.” It cannot be bought with the finest gold, nor can its price be weighed in silver. It cannot be bought with the gold of Ophir, with precious onyx or sapphires. Neither gold nor crystal can compare with it, nor can it be had for jewels of gold. Coral and jasper are not worthy of mention; the price of wisdom is beyond rubies. The topaz of Cush cannot compare with it; it cannot be bought with pure gold. 

Modern society thinks that anything can be obtained or accomplished if only you have enough money. Government agencies ask for a bigger slice of the annual budget so they can do a better job of fighting crime, ending pollution, providing jobs, and building a better environment. While a certain amount of money is necessary to survive in modern society, money is not the do-all and be-all that the world says it is. It’s good to enjoy the things money can buy if you don’t lose the things that money can’t buy.

In these verses, Job mentions gold five times, silver once, and names seven different precious stones; yet none of these treasures individually, nor all of them collectively, can purchase the wisdom of God. The real problem is that man doesn’t comprehend the price of wisdom and thinks he can get it cheaply. Proverbs 3:15 states, “[Wisdom] is more precious than rubies, and all the things you may desire cannot compare with her.” True wisdom is expensive.

Pile up all the gold and silver—the very best gold—onyx and sapphire, wonderful jewels, coral, crystal, topaz—collect together all the riches of the whole wide world—and still you will not have the wealth to purchase wisdom or gain access to this understanding for which you yearn.

Wisdom can only be obtained by holy worship

The answer is found in Job 28:20-28—wisdom can only be obtained by holy worship.

Where then does wisdom come from? Where does understanding dwell? It is hidden from the eyes of every living thing, concealed even from the birds of the air. Destruction and Death say, ‘Only a rumor of it has reached our ears.’ God understands the way to it and he alone knows where it dwells, for he views the ends of the earth and sees everything under the heavens. When he established the force of the wind and measured out the waters, when he made a decree for the rain and a path for the thunderstorm, then he looked at wisdom and appraised it; he confirmed it and tested it. And he said to man, ‘The fear of the Lord—that is wisdom, and to shun evil is understanding.’

Once again the question is asked: From where does wisdom come? Since wisdom is transcendent, it does not reside anywhere on earth or in the depths of the sea. No eye of any living creature has beheld it. Not even the birds, which soar high above the earth’s surface, have caught a glimpse of it. The remote regions of Destruction and Death, which were thought to be located in the depths of the sea, can only say, “We have heard a report of it.” Although no one, living or dead, has ever seen wisdom, all know intuitively that it exists.
 Some translations render “Destruction” as “Abaddon,” a Hebrew term that is another name for Sheol, and is found frequently in wisdom literature. In none of these places can wisdom be found.
 In these verses, the author suggests that wisdom cannot be found “in heaven, on earth, or under the earth.”
Wisdom comes only from God. Go as high as the birds can fly, and you won’t find wisdom there. Go as deep as Abaddon and death, and wisdom is not there. Only God knows where to find wisdom, for God sees everything. (He doesn’t have to dig into the earth to see what’s there!) God has the wisdom to adjust the pressure of the wind and measure the amount of water in the atmosphere. If these proportions were changed, what disturbances in nature might result! God knows how to control the rain and guide the storm as it moves across the earth. Flashes of lightning and peals of thunder may seem arbitrary to us, but God controls even the lightning and thunder.

Allow me to offer a simple definition of wisdom: Wisdom is looking at life from God’s point of view. That’s why it’s so valuable to think God’s thoughts after Him. You look at difficulties and tests as God looks at them. You interpret current events as God would interpret them. You focus on the long view. You see the truth even though all around you are deception and lies.

Let’s go a step further and define another scriptural term: understanding. What does it mean? Understanding is responding to life’s struggles and challenges as God would have us respond. Not in panic and confusion. Not forfeiting those things that are valuable to us, and not by compromising our integrity. Instead, with understanding, we respond to life’s challenges as God would have us respond. We trust Him. We believe in Him. We refuse to be afraid. We don’t operate our lives according to human impulses or in step with today’s politically correct culture.

The bottom line is seen in verse 28: “And he said to man, ‘The fear of the Lord—that is wisdom, and to shun evil is understanding.’” In a saying that is crucial to the whole book, God directs our attention away from our agonized questions and toward Himself. He does not take us by the hand and lead us to the answers; rather He beckons us to bow before the Lord Himself, who knows the answers but chooses not to tell us. We ask, “Why doesn’t God answer my question?” To which he replies, “Turn your inquiry away from the answer you want and toward the God you must seek.” So do not seek wisdom; seek the Lord. The search for wisdom as an object in itself is doomed. The seeking required of us is not ultimately the seeking for philosophical answers or even for practical wisdom; it is seeking after God Himself.

We might never fathom the reasons behind our own suffering or that of others while on earth, and God might never explain Himself. Yet He does offer us Himself—His presence, comfort and love.
 Wisdom resides with God alone. It permeates all of his creative work. In mankind it finds expression in his amazing technical genius. But human work cannot find wisdom. Neither can all the wealth that man can wrestle from the earth purchase it. Wisdom for mankind can only be discovered in a relationship with God marked by holy worship.

Early in this series I suggested that God offers us something better than answers. He offers Himself. Reasons do not ultimately satisfy, but a relationship does. As the hymn says, “Many things about tomorrow I don’t seem to understand; but I know who holds tomorrow, and I know He holds my hand.” Knowing Him can see us through.

You can earn four Ph.D. degrees and never get wisdom or understanding. You’ll certainly not get a grasp of the fear of the Lord from higher learning. Even in the finest of universities, there’s no course offered on the fear of the Lord. The source? God and God alone. By “fear of the Lord” I’m referring to an awesome respect for God accompanied by a personal hatred for sin. Now we can see why Solomon wrote in Proverbs 9:10, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.”

When the New Testament apostles were guided by the Holy Spirit to reflect on Jesus Christ, one of the Old Testament categories they found themselves drawn to was that of wisdom. In His blameless life, His undeserved death, and His vindication on the third day, Jesus Christ was and is the Wisdom of God, the Christ, “in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Colossians 2:2-3). Jesus Christ Himself was and is the wise man par excellence. He supremely, more even than Job, feared God and turned away from evil. And in His life and death and resurrection, the fundamental structure of the universe, wisdom, is revealed as in no other way. All the treasures of wisdom are to be found in Him.

We live in an age of information, technology, and knowledge, but not a lot of wisdom. There is a lot of know-how, but not a lot of know-why. Questions abound, but answers are not so prevalent. As Warren Wiersbe writes, “We live on promises, not explanations.” He goes on to add, “The answer to Job’s problems was not an explanation about God, but a revelation of God.”
 That is what we have in His Word.

What we need is not answers, but a relationship with the Author of life. That is what Christianity offers. Jesus Christ has come, not to provide you with the answers to life, but to walk through life with you. “The fear of the Lord” means to take God seriously, to give Him the respect He deserves. 

You may not know the answers to life. That’s okay, nobody does.

Do you know the Author of life?
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