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For Bob Gemmell 




Palma non sine pulvere








   


   


   


  “I will never admit you are in

the right; till I die, I will not deny



  my integrity. I will maintain my



  righteousness and never let  go of it;



  my conscience will not

 reproach me as long as I  live.”



  Job  27:5-6

“It is for freedom  that Christ has



  set us free. Stand firm, then, and do



  not let yourselves be  burdened

 again by a yoke of slavery.”


  

   Galatians 5:1







Introduction




  Once I met a man who,  like Abraham, had moved his entire household halfway around the world on the  strength of a vision  from God. When I asked him to tell me the story, he answered that there were three versions of  that story, and which one did I want to hear? First, there was the version of the story that he told to Christians. Then  there was the version he told to non-Christians.  Finally, there was the truth.




    Job is a book that tells things from the third point of view. Probably, along with Ecclesiastes, it does  this better than any other book in the Bible. Not that the other Scriptures do  not tell the truth. But Job tells  the truth in a way that makes it almost impossible to pervert the truth  into pious pabulum.



  A few years ago I  went through a difficult time. Never mind what the problem was. It was nothing compared to  the trials of Job. In fact, it was nothing at all compared to the sufferings of many of my neighbors right there on the quiet street  where I lived. But pain is pain, and suffice it to say that my pain was enough  to drive me to my knees, totally defeated, half-crazy at times, and crying out  for relief. Month after month the battles raged on, thick, dark, agonizing. I prayed, but somehow  prayer did not “work.” Usually nothing at all worked, except lying low and  gritting my teeth until, for reasons  entirely obscure to me, the straightjacket of oppression began to loosen a little—at least enough for me to  get on with my life for another day or so before the screws tightened again.  What else could I do? How was I to  fight this? In retrospect I can see that a large part of my anguish was rooted in the fact that there really was nothing I could do to control what was  happening to me. I was absolutely helpless, and it is this, perhaps, that is  the soul of suffering, this  terrifying impotence. It is a little taste of the final and most terrifying  impotence of all, which is death.


    

  We Christians do not  like to think about being absolutely helpless in the hands of our God. With all of our  faith, and with all of His grace, we still prefer to maintain some semblance of control over our lives. When difficulties arise, we like  to think that there are certain steps we  can take, or attitudes we can adopt, to alleviate our anguish and be happy.  Sometimes there are. But anyone who has truly suffered will know that when it  comes to the real thing there is no help for it, no human help whatsoever. Simply put, when we are in a deep dark hole we  cannot think our way out; neither can we hope, sing, pray, or even love our way out. In fact there is absolutely nothing either we or anyone else  can do to better our situation. We can have faith, yes; but in itself faith will not change anything. Neither faith, nor any other good  thing that a person might have or do, can actually lift the cloud, move the mountain, or bring about an end to the  problem. Only the Lord Himself can do that, and when He does, as Exodus 6:6 puts  it, “Then you will know that I am the  Lord your God, who brought you out from under the yoke.” How will we know? Simply because nothing and no one else could possibly have done it. In this kind of  crucible, therefore, we come to a new understanding of what it means to be  saved, what it means to be snatched away from the brink of destruction. Here we  get down to the bedrock of the gospel.






    

    During my night of  anguish, I turned to the book of Job, and there I began to make contact with the gospel  in a way that somehow I  never had in studying the New Testament. Reading Job, I found myself experiencing in new and  astonishing depth the reality of Jesus’ promise in John 8:32, “You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” Obviously this  did not happen overnight. It happened over a period of about three years, and  of course it is still happening. From the beginning of this process I took to  writing little  notes to myself. I had often kept a journal, but this was different. Now I was in desperate straits; my life  was chaos. I did not have the time or the presence of mind to sit down at a desk and write coherently in the pages of a journal. Instead  I would find myself waking  up in the middle of the night, or at dawn, or I would jump up from having supper with  my family, and frantically I would scribble something on any little scrap of paper I  could lay hands on—an envelope, a corner of a newspaper, even toilet paper. I learned that I could write in pitch darkness, without  being able to see the letters my hand was forming. For these thoughts I was having were as fleet as lightning, and they had to be caught and  trapped or else they were gone. They were thoughts about the gospel as it was being revealed to me afresh in the pages of Job, and  they had to be trapped and set down because  they were setting me free.


    

    At  first I did not think of writing a book. But the little scraps of paper—these notes  from the front of a horrific war that I was waging with the Devil, with  myself, and with God—these notes grew into a stack, and gradually I saw that a pattern was emerging. After about a year of this scribbling I had  sufficient composure to begin thinking about organizing my heap of notes into a series of short meditations on selected passages from Job. Going over and over the things I had written proved to be a therapeutic process in itself, and eventually, I think, I  found myself actually listening to my own message and taking it to heart. I began, I  suppose, to trust again. I began to trust, not  merely God, but myself.








    

    I do  not mean this quite the way it sounds. As Jeremiah warned, “The heart is deceitful above all  things” (17:9). But let me put it this way: when I became a Christian, God  came to live in me. God lives in Heaven, but now He also lives in me. He lives in the deepest parts of me, and that means that  as I walk with Him I can trust my deepest instincts. In fact, I must trust them, for they are the  habitation of God. Knowing this gives a  brand-new dignity to being human, and  to all that being human entails. It gives one the sudden freedom to doubt, to be overwhelmed, to fail, to fear, to  be angry, to have passions—in short,  to be completely oneself. This is the kind of man Job was. What I discovered through my study of  Job was that it is all right to  be a human being. I found out that mercy is the permission to be human.


    

    I have thought it important to set down  something of how The Gospel According to  Job came to be written. For I  did not set out to write this book  because I felt I understood Job; rather, in the act of writing, I began to understand. At the risk of  sounding overly dramatic, I might even say that these chapters were written  not with ink but with blood.  Virtually every page was first composed under great pressure, at odd moments,  on little scraps of paper. This writing was done not in an ivory tower but in an ebony hole. It records every inch  of a tunnel that was dug with a teaspoon from barbed wire to freedom,  and for that reason I hope and pray that it will speak directly to others who may be tunneling through spiritual crisis. I hope the message will be clear that there are no  easy answers to suffering—that there is, for example, no such thing as getting  a grip on oneself or pulling oneself  up by the bootstraps. The only bootstrap in the Christian life is the cross. Sometimes laying hold of the cross can  be comforting; but other times it is like picking up a snake. Christ Himself found  this out when He cried, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”








    

    Did I  get angry at God during my struggles? You bet I did. I stood in the middle of my living  room and screamed at Him. I pounded my fists on the floor. Once I slammed a door so hard that the molding  shattered. I got far angrier with God than I have ever been with any human being. I do not  defend this behavior. But in the course of it I did learn that such feelings are not  at all incompatible with faith. On the contrary, faith involves our deepest passions engaged by the reality of God. Precisely because He  is more real to us than anything else, He is able to sound both the top and the bottom of our registers in a way that no one and  nothing else can. The person of faith is one who, like Job, knows what it is to be torn apart by the enormity of God.


    

    Having said this,  there is perhaps one note of caution I should sound about my interpretation of Job , which  is that it is a highly personal and subjective one. Whether I have finally  written more about Job  and his God or more about myself, I do not know. What I do know is that much of  the book is colored by a strong tendency to moodiness in my own temperament, and moreover  by the stress and depression  of a particular period in my life. In rewriting these chapters I have edited some of this out, but by  no means all of it—for the simple reason that Scripture itself does not exhibit that sort of censorship. In people like Job, Jeremiah, the  author of Ecclesiastes, and even in Jesus Himself, we see certain traits  that may be very difficult for those blessed with naturally sanguine temperaments to identify with. Yet for the person who struggles and  agonizes, the very blackness in the Bible is its gold. Just the presence in Scripture of a book  so dark, chaotic, and thoroughly eccentric as Job should come as an immense comfort to any  suffering believer. For the book says, in effect, “This is what faith is  often like. Do not be surprised if you find yourself confused, doubting, afflicted,  all but crushed. It does not mean you  have lost favor with God.”


    

    To  drive this message home, the book of Job does more than just address itself to the problem of suffering  faith. It also addresses the problem of complacent faith, and it does this in the form of Job’s three friends—Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar.  Pharisees have trouble with this part of the story because it strikes too close  to home. I say this  out of personal experience, for as I came to write about Job’s friends I found myself more and more strangely  troubled about them. In many ways  the characters of these men began to appear just as complex and puzzling as that of Job  himself. What made them tick? I  wondered. And where exactly did they stand with God? These were vital questions, I felt, and yet the more I thought about them and tried to reach some conclusions, the  more disturbed and even angry I  grew. Only gradually did it dawn on me that these feelings had less to do with Eliphaz, Bildad, and  Zophar than they did with myself.  What I mean is this: while I had begun this book thinking that I deeply  identified with Job in his suffering, I ended by realizing that I  identified just as deeply with Job’s friends in their loveless pharisaism. Truly the Word of God is a two-edged sword! While Job is primarily a tale of one man’s  pain, there is also an implied sequel  to the story, which concerns the peculiar suffering of the man’s three friends as they are brought  face-to-face with the treachery of their heartless rectitude.








    

    Job, then, exposes and rails against religious  hypocrisy just as Christ  does in the Gospels. How significant it is that Jesus took His message not to the Gentile world, but rather  to Jerusalem, straight to the heart of the highest and purest spiritual consciousness of His day. For the glorious  beauty of the one true gospel shows up best not when it clashes with some obviously alien  teaching, but rather when it is brought into direct opposition with a subtle  distortion of itself.  And the subtler the distortion, the more brightly shines the matchless pearl of the gospel.


    

    One final warning I  should issue about The Gospel According to Job is that, while it fulfills some of the  functions of a commentary, it is primarily a devotional book, and devotionals  are written with the  deliberate intent of slowing reading down, indeed of stopping it altogether. The goal of  devotional writing is to transform reading into prayer, and especially into a kind of  prayer that the reader may never have practiced before. Like most books this one is far too long; I know that. But I make no apology for the  length because Job itself seems to us too long a book. Suffering is a long subject, insufferably long. Besides, I do not expect everyone to  read my book from cover to cover.  People who are suffering do not (or at least should not) read that way. Rather, in weakness we learn to be  gentle with ourselves, and we accept the freedom to read any book desultorily,  pausing here and there as the mood  may strike. The gospel is such a  simple and homely thing—the sort of message that any child can understand and that certainly does not require 450  pages to explain. So when the message  hits home, lay the book aside. It is not anything new we need to hear but rather, in the  words of Hebrews 2:1, to “pay more careful attention to what we have heard.”








    

    During  a time of particular spiritual oppression, when I could not seem to shake the sense  that God was implacably disappointed in me, I was walking by the ocean one morning  when I spied a child’s valentine lying in the sand. The message read, “You’re okay with me, Valentine.” I took  it home and showed it to my wife, who promptly wrote on it, “To Mike / Love, God.” Isn’t it funny  how a person can be a Christian and not really know the gospel? Isn’t it  strange how Christ can live inside us without our really enjoying Him? But perhaps it is not  so strange. After all, we have only had this gospel for two thousand years.  That is not a very long time for a fallen race to assimilate the incredible reality of inexhaustible mercy and eternal life.  This gospel, it turns out, is not only good news—it is much better news than any  of us has yet imagined.








A Note on Translation


The Scripture  quotations in this book are primarily taken from the New International  Version. However, because Job is one of the most difficult Old Testament books to  translate, and because  Bible scholars often disagree on the translation of specific texts, I have occasionally,  after careful study and reflection, used my own paraphrase of passages from Job and  other Bible books to convey more fully the sense intended. In addition, parts of quoted verses are sometimes taken from the Jerusalem  Bible, the King James Version, or the New American Standard Bible when those translations have a better rendering of the text. All non-NTV renderings have been set in italics.




  Finally,  the reader will note that throughout this book divine pronouns have been capitalized, but copyright  law will not permit the practice in NTV  Scripture quotations.




THE PROLOGUE




  Job  1-2




  Then the Lord said  to Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job f There is no one on earth like him;  he is blameless and upright, a man who fears God and shuns evil.”



  —JOB 1:8



  There is now no  condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.


  

  —ROM. 8:1




The Wizard of Uz




    In the land of Uz there lived a man whose name  was Job. (1:1a)




  The book of Job, more  even than most other Old Testament books, is shrouded in mystery when it comes to questions of historical origin and  authorship. Traditionally it has been thought to be the oldest of all the Scriptures, predating even Genesis, and this lends the book an  enigmatic, primal, almost chthonic aura. It is fascinating to think that as we open  this text we may be faced with the earliest of all written accounts of a human  being’s relationship  with Yahweh, the one true God. Sadly, most modern scholars do not share this view. But certainly those who  favor a later dating must offer some  explanation for one very curious fact: there is no reference anywhere in the book to the nation of Israel, nor to its  temple, nor to its law or covenant or kings or prophets or Scripture, nor to any of the other religious  milieu in which the rest of the Old Testament is steeped.




  So  there is something raw and wild about this book, something that defeats the  scholars, something as immense and untamable as the leviathan that erupts off the page in  Chapter 41. Even the theology of this odd work is, in a sense, self-contained, self-referencing. When bound with the Bible it assumes all  the richness of that context. But in another way it stands alone, as Job himself does, against the tide. Perhaps for this reason, Job sits easily on the shelf right alongside the greatest masterpieces of the  world’s secular literature,  from Homer to Shakespeare. This is a book that can hold its own anywhere, whether  in the university lecture hall or the beer hall, and its hero is one who can strike a chord with people who have never felt drawn to any other Biblical story  or figure, including Jesus. Many  reject Jesus, but no one rejects Job. Rather, the world respects Job, and not  with the grudging respect accorded Christ, but with a deep affinity untinged by  reserve or fear. In the eyes of the  world Job is less a saint than a comrade in arms. He did not found a  cult or a religion, and he has never commanded any kind of following. Who would want to follow him? No, he is not even a religious figure at all, particularly, but  is simply a man, and more than that,  simply a man who suffered. In fact, rather than preaching in favor of religion Job preaches  against it, and this is something that every sinner understands. It is something that every  secular person understands, and every poor and outcast person, and every Marxist, and every skeptic, and every  outlaw and prisoner, and everyone who knows any kind of pain. Simply by suffering so enormously, and by hanging  on for dear life through it all, Job has won the world’s heart and has come to  embody the struggling sublimity of all  mankind.






  

    So Job is for  everyone. He is Everyman. He is both an eastern and a western man, and he even  manages, like Abraham, to be somehow both Jew and Gentile, and therefore a kind of prophetic forerunner of  what Paul calls the “one new man [made] out of the two” (Eph. 2:15). To the Gentiles, Job is one of them,  for there is nothing remotely Jewish about him. But to the Jews he is also one of them, for his knowledge of Yahweh  is deeper than their own, and his faith in Yahweh is one that is in no way borrowed  or adopted but that oozes out of his pores.


  

    Job, then, is a book that floats strangely free,  unchained to any particular culture or epoch. This man lived “in the land  of Uz”—but where was that? No one knows. It could have been anywhere in  the vast tract of exotic territories that lay east of Israel beyond the Jordan. It might as  well have been the land of Oz where dwelt the famous Wizard. To be sure, the figure of  the Wizard of Oz may appear at first glance to bear little resemblance to that of the great Sufferer of Uz. Yet the moral of the  children’s story is that this seemingly powerful and glorious master of the Emerald City turns out in the end to be no real  “wizard” at all, but a mere man—and a rather pitiful, forlorn little man at that. His only  wizardry, in other words, consists in  being profoundly human.


  

    And so it is with  Job: the greatness of his faith, as we shall see again and again in this book, lies in the  greatness of his mere humanity. Like the Apostle Paul this man’s spirituality did not thrive upon covering up his weaknesses,  but rather upon glorying in them, and so his faith stood up to having all his  miserable frailty and human failure exposed and dragged out before all the world. Right from the beginning Job seems somehow  to have known in his bones (though certainly he struggled with this knowledge) what the Wizard of Oz had sheepishly to learn:  God’s “power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9).







A Blameless Man



    This man was blameless and upright; he feared God and shunned evil. (1:1 b)




  Not only the entire  book of Job but the whole of the gospel may be summed up in this second half of the  first verse. In fact,  everything is summed up by this one word “blameless.” For the central question of religion is, “How can human  beings get free of guilt?” How can we  escape that sense, however vague, of  gnawing insecurity that dogs our every step? Jesus asked His disciples,  “Why are you so afraid?” (Matt. 8:26). We are afraid because of our lingering suspicion that it is  impossible to please God. Oh, we know  that God loves us (maybe)—but how can we be sure He likes us? In the Parable of the Prodigal Son, the father  loved both the rebellious son and  his straightlaced elder brother, but in the end only the younger son pleased  him. Only the prodigal delighted his father’s heart.




  Of course God loves  us. Everybody knows that. But that is precisely the problem we have in relating to God: He  loves everybody, indiscriminately, even the people He is going to send to  Hell. Who needs love  like that? The real question is not whether God loves us, but whether He approves of us,  whether we are pleasing to Him. One thing is certain: if we are not pleasing to God, He will never be pleasing to us. Why should we like someone who is  forever condemning us?  On the other hand, can we imagine what it would be like to so move and excite the heart  of God that He would run to meet us, throw His arms around us and kiss us, dress us in  His best robe, and put rings on our fingers? Can we picture the Lord Almighty killing the fattened  calf for us and throwing a big party in our honor? Can we imagine having the Creator of the universe say to  us, just as He said to Jesus Christ, “You are My beloved son, and I like you” (Mark  1:11)?




  In  short, do we know what it would mean to be, as Jesus was and as Scripture claims Job  also was, beyond reproach in the eyes of God? Can we even imagine such a thing? For if we  cannot, then surely all our faith is useless. If we cannot get past God’s criticism and into His  favor—indeed, if we  cannot be good friends with Him—then what is the point of all  our religion? On the other hand, if Job really was a living example of blamelessness in his  relationship with God, then such a thing must at least be possible, and we had better pay attention to this man and find  out what his secret was.






  

    The secret begins  with a solid grasp of the fact that being “blameless” is not quite the same as being  “guiltless.” Objectively these two conditions are identical; but they are  attained through different routes. If someone is guiltless, it simply means that he has done nothing wrong. If he is  accused of wrong, then he is accused falsely and that is all there is to it. But if  someone is blameless it means something far more mysterious: it means that no  matter how horrible  his offenses may have been, all the charges against him have been dropped. Absolutely no  blame attaches to him, because the very one he offended has exonerated him. In the words of Psalm 32:2, “Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord does  not count against him.” God’s  covenant with us in Christ is not that He will prevent us from ever again committing a sin, but rather that He  will forgive us our sins. He will be  faithful in forgiveness. Our part is to believe this—that is, to be blameless not so much in our  outward conduct (though obviously we  strive for this also), but in our faith, our trust in the Lord’s faithfulness.  “It is with your heart that you believe and are justified” (Rom. 10:10). If we are blameless  in this respect, then all the credit  for our righteousness will very plainly be not ours but the Lord’s, who, as Jude assures us in his great  doxology, “is able to keep you  from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without  fault” (v. 24).


  

    In Job we  read the remarkable story of an Old Testament believer who somehow intuitively grasped and accepted  this astounding message—so  much so that even when he was tempted to the very uttermost to let go of it, still he held to  it firmly against all odds. Under attack Job groaned, he wailed, he doubted and fell into deep depression, he lashed out  like an infuriated animal—and yes, he even sinned. Yet when it came to this one point regarding the settled fact of his status of irreproachable  blamelessness before the Lord, he refused to give an inch. Having placed his trust totally in  God, he violently resisted the notion that there might still be some other step he should take,  something else he must “do,” to gain God’s favor under adverse circumstances. Like  Abraham, “against all hope, [he] in hope believed” (Rom. 4:18). In  short, he had “the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith” (Phil. 3:9).







Rich and Righteous



    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. (1:2-3)




  



  



The Prologue section carries a strong  patriarchal flavor. Job was a man like Abraham,  a kind of Yahwistic sheik so rich and influential that his private estate would  have been virtually a self-contained  town. In the case of Abraham we know that his traveling tent-city consisted of at least “318 trained men born in  his household” (Gen. 14:14).  This implies a community, including women and children, of a thousand at  the very least, and Job’s domain appears to  have been even larger than that.




  Massive wealth is  such a common phenomenon in modern civilization that we may easily miss the  significance of this inventory of Job’s estate. In the western world today even those who are among the  top 5 percent of the world’s wealthy are called “middle-class,” and most of us who inhabit  this bracket have (not surprisingly) a somewhat schizophrenic attitude toward our  affluence. On one level we take it for granted, thinking of it as something to which we have a  right or even as a sign of God’s approval. Yet at a deeper level we know that we are only  kidding ourselves. We know we live in a fool’s paradise.



  It is  not that there is anything inherently bad about being rich. If God had been an ascetic He  would never have created the world. Asceticism  is a simplistic answer to a complex problem. Paul exposes the folly of the  “Do not taste! Do not touch” approach when he cautions, “Such regulations have an appearance of wisdom .... but they lack any value in restraining sensual  indulgence” (Col. 2:20-23). There is no spiritual value in poverty, per  se, but there is great worth indeed in the godly management of a large number  of worldly goods and affairs.


  

  Perhaps our problem today is that not many of  us have the attitude toward our riches  that Job had. Much later in the book we will catch a glimpse of  what Job actually did with his money, and with his time and energy: he rescued  the needy; he cared personally for the handicapped and the dying; he brought orphans into his home; he even took the power barons of his day to  court and argued the case for the underprivileged (see 29:12-17; 31:16-21). Moreover, all of this was done without any government  programs or assistance and without any tax benefits or receipts for charitable donations. If  Job did not follow the letter of Jesus’ command to “sell everything you have and give to the poor,” he did  follow its spirit, by administering all his resources not for his own good but for the good of society. He was, one might say, a true communist  in the best sense of that word, in that the principles and ideals of socialism  welled up out  of his heart. When Jesus warned, “How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God” (Mark  10:23), He was pointing to the tendency of lucre first to bury itself in a man’s pocket, and then to bury the man. But Job’s wealth did not cling  to him—it flowed through him. He was not so much a collector of wealth as a distributor of it, not an  owner but a steward. That is why he could say so readily, “The Lord gives and the  Lord takes away” (1:21). Job was that rarest of millionaires—one who was not “filthy rich”  but rather “clean rich,” not rich as sin but rich as righteousness.  In fact it is worth noting  that he had a goodly measure of the very things with which the Devil would tempt Jesus in the  wilderness—not fantastic  wealth alone, but with it the political and spiritual power that money  inevitably attracts. With great wealth comes great responsibility, and like the other Biblical  patriarchs Job must have led a tremendously busy life, filled with hard work  and practical cares. No hut-dwelling hermit or introverted pietist, he was an active man of the world, continually  rubbing shoulders with other people and meeting the challenges and stresses of  ordinary life. These will be important facts  to remember as we come to reflect upon his approaching ordeal.






  

    In contemporary  terms, perhaps the gist of this opening character sketch is that here was the sort of man  who could have been President  of the United States without it turning his head. One might wonder whether there is one  such person alive in the world today. It is a sign of Job’s great faith that he was able to handle such an extensive empire and still remain  “blameless and upright.”







Job’s Prayer Life



    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.  (1:4-5)




  

 



How precious are the  few sketchy details we have concerning Job’s daily life prior to his downfall. After this, everything we learn about this man will come by way of conversation, and our view of him will be colored  by the opinions of others and by the  stress of his altered circumstances. Yet here in the Prologue we see Job from a purely objective viewpoint, through the lens of omniscient narration. And what is it  we see? In the last chapter we saw  Job as a practical man immersed in the whirl of business and management; but in the verses above we  learn something of his spiritual  life in the midst of that whirl. In particular, we see him on his knees praying for his family. Job knew  that family gatherings can be  hotbeds of vice. Childhood wounds reopen, in-laws are treated like outlaws, and  sibling rivalry has not changed much since the days of Cain and Abel. Perhaps  no sin is more shameful and scandalous than that which regularly breaks out  when families assemble and strive so  frantically, so pathetically, so naively to have a good time together. Conversely, if one is charitable toward brothers,  sisters, parents and cousins, then one is charitable indeed. Without a frank admission of the horror of family  sin, Job’s manner of prayer may seem  almost ludicrously overscrupulous. But nothing  says more about a person than the way he or she prays, and so this curious detail about the old patriarch’s  regular early-morning sacrifices  suggests several important facts about his faith—facts which, while  obvious, are worth spelling out:




  First of all, Job  believed in the efficacy of mediation with God. He had implicit faith in repentance,  sacrifice, and forgiveness. He knew that such things worked. His God was not distant and unresponsive, but  “compassionate and gracious . . . slow to anger, abounding in love” (Ex. 34:6).






  

    Secondly, like the  other patriarchs Job apparently served as his own priest. Thus this story takes us back to  the original “priesthood of all believers,” to that fearsome time before the law when all  the children of God set  up their own altars and got their own hands bloody and somehow found direct access to the  throne of God, just as Christians do today.



    Thirdly, Job  practiced his priesthood not only on his own behalf but on behalf of others. His spiritual life  was not confined to the state of his own soul before God, but his prayers included deep concern  for other souls, and this shows how joyously confident he must have been in his  own salvation. Only one who is himself secure and happy in the Lord can pray effectively for  others. Job’s devotions were outward-looking and people-loving, and he took it  on faith that  his intercessions had a practical effect upon the welfare of those he loved.



    Finally, and most  remarkably, Job’s prayers extended even into the murky realm of inadvertent or  unconscious sin. His prayer for his children is akin to Jesus’ prayer from the cross, “Father,  forgive them, for they do  not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34). Job’s faith in forgiveness was comprehensive  enough that it completely  covered not just individual known acts of sin, but sin itself, and this shows a fundamental grasp of the  gospel.



    This last point is  essential to a proper understanding of all that follows. For in the gospel according to Job a  person is either righteous, or not. One cannot be a little bit righteous any  more than one can be a little bit pregnant. Either one’s sin is completely  forgiven (including not just sinful behavior but the innate sinfulness of the  heart) or it is not. Christ’s great principle of prayer—“Believe that you  have received it, and it will be yours” (Mark 11:24)—applies first of all to the unconditional forgiveness  that is the basic promise of the gospel. If God accepts us at all, He accepts us wholeheartedly,  and He covers us completely with the spotless robe of righteousness. This robe of divine  acceptance does not come in gray, but only in dazzling white, and one either has the robe  or not. One is either righteous or wicked. And anyone who is wicked can have that status quickly amended by a trip to the cross.








Satan




    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” (1:6-7)




  



  



Unlike Job, Satan has  no responsibilities. All he has to do all day long is go gadding about in the world. He is a restless, shiftless, roving hoodlum. He is like the  delinquent kid who comes slinking  home in the wee hours of the morning, his face ashen with dissipation, and when asked by his dad what  he’s been up to answers evasively, “Just  cruisin’ around, Pop. What’s it to ya?” The Father Almighty, however, will not settle for such insolent vagueness.  Yet neither does He lose His temper. Instead the Lord sharpens the focus of the conversation with a  provocative gibe of His own, saying  (to paraphrase 1:8), “You ought to try hanging around with Job. Now  there’s a kid who knows the meaning of respect.”




  There is certainly an odd informality about  this interview between God and Satan. While  it is true that Satan must “present” himself to the Lord, as  servant to Master, once these two are together  they do not seem to stand much on ceremony, but instead they come straight to the point. Satan sauces,  and the Lord boasts. Even in such a  sketchy dialogue we are left with the distinct impression that here are  two individuals who know each other—indeed who likely know each other only too well, to the point of transcendental  nausea. The Lord knows Satan through and through, and Satan too, after his own perverted fashion, knows the Lord like the back of his hand. Is this not precisely the way  things stand between archenemies? After all, these two have cased each other since  who knows when. Sadly, seldom are two  friends more mutually attentive and solicitous than are a pair of  inveterate foes.




  But who, exactly, is  this ancient rival of the Lord, and what is he doing among the holy angels  before the heavenly throne? From the sound of  things he seems just to blunder in right off the street, almost as if he  owned the place! Surely this is one of the deepest enigmas in the story of Job—not just  that such awesome power and privileges are bestowed with such seeming casualness upon this cosmic hooligan, but that the man who suffers so  monstrously at Satan’s hands is kept  entirely in the dark as to the very existence of his spiritual foe. Nowhere in the long and exhaustive dialogue between Job and his friends is the idea of  personal, supernatural evil so much  as broached as a possibility. The whole subject is a locked room. Satan is  mentioned only in these first two chapters, and even here, as elsewhere in the Old Testament, the  Hebrew word is not even a personal  name but rather a title or office. Literally it is “the satan,” a term meaning “accuser”  or, as he might be called today in a court of law, “the  Prosecution.”






  

    Just as the term  “Christ” (or “anointed one”) does not come to assume personal weight until the advent of  Jesus, so only in the New Testament does the shadowy figure of “the satan” step fully  out of the wings. This  personalization of evil began to take shape during the intertestamental period, but the revelation  remained blurred until Jesus met Satan face-to-face in the wilderness, and then proceeded to expose the Devil’s dark  identity and all his evil works before the world. Ever since then this work of unmasking  the face of evil has continued, and is due to climax in the revelation of what the New Testament calls “the  man of lawlessness” (2 Thess. 2:1-12)—that figure who in some unthinkable way is to be the  incarnation of Satan, the very “son” of the Devil, just as Jesus is the incarnate  Son of God. The  whole story of the Bible might be summarized as the gradual unveiling of the profoundly  personal character of both good and evil.



    What  is so very strange about the Prologue of Job is that it seems to take us back to a time when Satan presumed  to occupy the rightful  place of Christ as the favored son, to a time when Satan apparently had the  very ear of God and could ask Him for whatever he wanted. This picture gives new and pointed  force to Jesus’ triumphant assertion in Luke 10:18, “I saw Satan fall  like lightning from  heaven!” If Job was kept in the dark about these things, it could only have been  because the personal knowledge of Satan, this breathtakingly cunning and  powerful enemy of his soul, would simply have been too terrifying, too searing a knowledge for any human being to have borne,  without at the same time having the full revelation of the saving victory of Jesus Christ  on the cross and of His ascent to the right hand of the Father forevermore.







The Lord’s Boast



    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.” (1:8)








Worldly praise is one thing, but the praise  that comes from Heaven is quite another.  Job was great among men, but he was also  great in the eyes of God. In the Lord’s own words, “There is no one on  earth like him.” Job would have been among the top ten, perhaps, of the  finest human beings who have ever  lived, and without this fact firmly in mind the rest of the story will  be out of focus.




  This  verse leaves no doubt that Job really was a “blameless and upright” man and that  such was not simply the subjective opinion of the book’s author. Job’s righteousness was  a divinely attested fact, and from the very beginning it is the Lord Himself—not Job or any other human being—who sets  out to justify this man and to establish his innocence. Moreover, this is not a defensive reaction on the  Lord’s part, but an offensive initiative. It is the Lord who issues the first challenge, the first  taunt, by aggressively boasting to Satan about Job. Thus the unimpeachable  righteousness of Job is the very core of the  book, the linchpin upon which the entire plot hangs. God’s praise for His servant is so open and lavish, and His backing so unqualified, that if at any point in the  ensuing struggle we are tempted to question the integrity of Job’s faith  (as his friends do, relentlessly), it will  not really be Job we are questioning, but the Lord.




  Is there not something shocking about this,  something almost flatly unacceptable—that  the holy and awesome Creator of the universe should declare of a mere man (a man obviously flawed) that He finds not the slightest fault in him, and that  this same God should then  deliberately set out to defend this man against any and all detractors?  Yet right here lies the unsearchable mystery of the gospel. For this same condition of imputed, impeccable righteousness is not only humanly possible, but is an  established fact for every believer  in the Messiah of God (whether before Christ’s actual coming or after it).  And Job, as we shall see, was undoubtedly a believer in the coming Christ.






  

    In Christian terms it  is often explained that God “sees” believers as being righteous, even  though we are not, because He sees us “in Christ.” When He looks at us He sees not  us, but Jesus. Yet how can this be? Does it make any real sense? Consider, for a moment, the analogy of a garden sown  with seeds. No one sees these seeds, for they are hidden in the ground. But the  gardener knows they are there, and so he tends them, waters them, fertilizes the soil, and perhaps even builds a fence around his little  plot. Anyone who had no knowledge of plants would think the gardener was crazy,  lavishing all  this attention upon an empty, barren patch of ground. The mystery is that the gardener cherishes his  invisible seeds no less dearly than he would if they had already produced the full and bounteous crop  he is expecting from them. While seeds in their ungerminated state may appear virtually  worthless, he regards them as being inestimably precious because he knows their  potential. Though strictly speaking seeds are “imperfect” (in the  sense of being incomplete), nevertheless the gardener handles them with just as much careful regard  as he would the perfect, full-grown fruit or flower, for he is mindful (and he alone is mindful) that  already these homely little specks contain  the blueprint of perfection.



    Just  so does the mustard seed of true faith earn God’s full respect. If the mature plant is  going to be perfect—and it will be—then so must be the seed. In this first chapter of Job the King James Version actually translates the Hebrew word for “blameless” as  “perfect” (both  in 1:1 and 1:8), and it is a shame that modern translations shy away from this term. For  does not the New Testament assure us that Christ “has made perfect forever those  who are being sanctified” (Heb. 10:14)? And does not Jesus command, “Be perfect .... as your heavenly Father is  perfect” (Matt. 5:48)? Would God expect us to do the impossible? Surely not—except by His  grace! And that is precisely the point: it is God’s grace, and nothing else, that declares a person perfect. It is in  God’s eyes that people achieve perfection, not in their own or in the world’s. In our  Heavenly Father’s garden perfection is by  faith and not by sight.








The Duel



    “Does Job  fear God for nothing?” Satan replied .... “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.” (1:9-12)




  



  



Why does God allow  Job’s suffering? Why does He give in (and so easily!) to the capricious demands of Satan? Why does the Lord Almighty give Satan so much as  the time of  day? “Very well then,” says God, like one gentleman to another. But what is so very well about it? Does the  Lord have any idea of what He is doing? The first chapter of /06,  without  directly addressing  this question of God’s tolerance of Satan, does lay down two important principles concerning the mystery  of evil.




  First  of all, it shows beyond any question that people of faith can and do experience terrible afflictions  according to the will of God, yet through no  particular fault of their own. “You incited me against him to ruin him  without any reason,” insists the Lord to Satan  in 2:3, and this thought in itself should be a source of inestimable comfort to any suffering believer. In the  words of Psalm 34:19, “A  righteous man may have many troubles, but the Lord delivers him from  them all.”




  Secondly,  the Prologue clearly establishes that the real struggle in the book is not between Job  and his God, but rather between God and  Satan. It is a celestial battle, fought on earth, a sort of duel between good and evil. Now a duel, it should be  noted, is not at all the same as a  war. For in war, as in love, all’s fair and anything goes. But not so in a duel. A duel is a highly formal,  almost civilized contest between  two combatants in which the circumstances are scrupulously controlled so as to  make the odds as even as they can possibly be. Neither party is to have an unfair advantage, and to that end the  duelists choose identical weapons and observe a strict ritual, a code of conduct. In a duel the point that is being  proved has nothing to do with brute strength, nor even, in the final analysis,  with skill or marksmanship.  Rather, what is on the line is that peculiar commodity known as honor. The entire  rationale for the contest is the defense of  personal honor.






  

    In  the case of a spiritual quarrel between God and Satan, surely it would be perfectly  legitimate for the omnipotent Lord of the universe simply to parade His superior strength and  prowess by unleashing his big cannons against the Devil’s pea-shooter. But the problem, in terms of honor, is whether  such a triumph would prove anything. Would it—as insane as this might sound—be fair? No, it would not be fair  at all, but lopsided. From the standpoint of honor such a fight would be rigged, and so in  the end it would prove nothing.



    So what is fair? In  an area as subtle and abstruse as the honor of celestial beings, what are the ground rules?  What possible code of ethics might apply? Where is the common territory upon which these two inscrutable  adversaries can meet? And what common weapon might they employ that would be  truly equitable to both?



    The answer, of  course, is man. Human beings, soul and body, are the dueling ground where heavenly powers  clash. It is as though two magnificent warriors were to strip themselves entirely of armor,  throwing aside not just weapons and shields but raiment itself, and were to  step forward stark naked and join in hand-to-hand combat, wrestling in the mud. For this, finally, is  the only way in which the Lord Almighty can begin to prove moral supremacy over the Devil without  in any way drawing upon His infinitely greater resources of brute strength.



    God’s  omnipotence, remember, is never in question in this fight. Like it or not, even  Satan is compelled to bow before the throne of God. But what is being  disputed in dubious battle on earth is God’s moral right to omnipotence,  His mandate to rule. It is a question of honor that is at stake, and therefore the  theater of conflict must be one that is appropriate to the display of purely  moral qualities.



    Who will win the  prize of humanity’s allegiance and praise? Will it be the Lord or the Devil? To whom, in the  crunch, will man entrust  his soul? The test is an eminently fair one. Indeed if the advantage falls either way  it is to Satan, in that the duel ends up being fought not in the full light of day,  but in confusion and darkness, on the Devil’s own turf. And so in bewilderment and in exquisite torment man, through the subtle moods and  shades and turnings of his own high-mettled spirit, selects the winner. He is  the weapon of choice between giants.







Feathers and Millstones



    “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.” (1:18-19)




  



  



The sudden calamities that befell Job are too  numerous, too horrible, and almost too  fantastic to need rehearsing. Suffice it to say that his whole world  caved in overnight. He lost everything, and  in one final, fell swoop his entire family often grown children was wiped out by a desert whirlwind.  Moreover, thirty-six chapters of agonizing soul-searching will elapse before  the Lord so much as lifts a finger to  begin comforting Job in these devastating losses. What a contrast this presents  to the former security of Job’s life, which was precisely the object of Satan’s  complaint in 1:10: “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.” We can see Satan chomping  at the bit for a chance to break through this hedge of blessings and  plant a forest of thorns.




  Few Christians are  called upon to suffer the crushing spate of disasters that Job did. But does this mean that the ordinary person, going through the ordinary struggles and setbacks  of life, cannot identify with him?  Not at all. For Job in his sufferings is essentially a figure like Christ on the cross, a person with  whom all the world can identify in spite of his absolute uniqueness. We do not  need to have nails driven into our  hands and feet to know what a cross is. A cross is a cross. To be crushed is to be crushed, and we have all had  a taste of it. Countless people have committed suicide with far less  provocation than Job had, and what to one person seems a feather is to another a millstone. Even feathers,  when blown about by the Devil, can  stir up quite enough trouble of their own.




  When Jesus said,  “Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof” (Matt. 6:34, KJV), He was talking about everyone’s day. Yet who has not caught themselves wishing at times that they  could fight more glamorous battles  than the ones they actually face? Glamor is one of Satan’s great  drawing cards. Yet what is the good of beating the Devil at cancer only to lose out to the  common cold? Is it not just as important to defeat him in the corner store as  in the concentration  camp? “When the devil had finished all this tempting,” reads Luke 4:13, “he left (Jesus] until an  opportune time.” It is the timing of the Devil’s attacks, as much as the  magnitude of them, that can crush us.






  

    There can even be a  dangerous false humility (in other words, spiritual pride) in saying, “I really  have nothing to complain about, especially when I think about so-and-so whose husband has just died, or about all the  starving children in the world.” For the real question has nothing to do  with so-and-so or with all the starving children. The real question is whether I  myself, in my own unique set of circumstances, am giving glory and thanks to  God from my heart. If I am not, then it makes no difference whether the problem  I face is a big thing or a little thing. For the smallest of complaints can spoil fellowship with God. Just one.  “We see this principle plainly illustrated in marriage, where it can happen that just one unresolved tension, just one episode  of stubbornness, just one dirty sock or unmowed lawn can be enough to provoke a  bitter argument. So the point is not how big or how little the problem is; the point is the quarrel itself, the wrecked  relationship. The point is whether one’s own particular burden is being borne  in the bitterness and pride of the flesh, or  in the grace of God.



    So let  us not get trapped into comparing lots, whether in terms of troubles or of blessings.  As Paul put it, “Each one should test his own actions. Then he can take pride in  himself, without comparing himself to somebody else, for each one should carry  his own load” (Gal.  6:4-5). Whatever our trials may be, we are not to begrudge them; but neither  let us make the opposite mistake of underestimating or belittling them. Jesus did not sing  sprightly choruses on the cross; He  hung there and suffered.








Worship



    Job got up and tore his robe and shaved his head. Then he fell to the ground in worship. (1:20)




  



  



The words of worship  that flow from Job’s mouth in this time of unspeakable tragedy form one of the most  moving and exalted  verses in all of Scripture. Whenever people talk of Job it is this very first utterance of his that  is quoted, as he falls on his face in the dust and sings, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I will depart. The  Lord gives and the Lord takes away: Blessed be the name of the Lordt” (1:21).




  After the Prologue  Job will appear to us to move very far away from these clear and simple statements of  faith. Often he will seem even to repudiate them. Nevertheless, because he  shows himself at the outset to be a man for whom worship is second nature, his  faith is justly celebrated.  Worship is his initial response, worship is the spontaneous reaction to tragedy that wells up  out of his soul, and somehow everything he says later on must be judged in the light of this  fact. For we know that under such circumstances worship does not come to a person  naturally or spontaneously, but rather it is a practiced response, a fruit of  long faith and discipline. Job could never have reacted as he did unless he had been practicing for this moment all his life.



  Before  we consider the actual words of Job’s worship, we need to pause and take careful note of the attitude of  heart in which they were offered. Was Job,  in the midst of his grief and turmoil, somehow at peace? Was he filled with a  strange spiritual joy? No, not at all.  He was as broken and cast down as a man can be. Granted, he apparently summoned the presence of mind to shear  off all his hair and then to take a straight razor and drag it across  his scalp (no mean task, as anyone who has  ever tried it can testify). But if Job’s hand was uncannily steady just now, surely it was not from being cool  and collected, but rather from being in a state of shock.


  

  Can  true worship really transpire when the heart is broken and the mind shocked and dulled with horror? Is  there any place in worship for bitter tears and wailing? Just one chapter later we will hear Job groan, “May  the day of my birth perish” (3:1). Has his worship ceased by this point? Has  mere self-pity overtaken him? Or can groaning  be a part of worship too?






  

    Think of Mary at the  foot of the cross: was it a sweet and mystical experience for her to stand there and  watch her son die? No doubt years later, looking back on that day, she had more  tender feelings. But at the  time, surely, it was hellish. And so it will be for us whenever we make direct  contact in our daily lives with the central object of mystery in Christian worship,  the cross. It is marvelous to meditate on the cross and to be flooded with peace and joy. But that is the Holy Spirit showing us the  effects of the cross; it is not the cross itself. It is wonderful to be filled with mystical rapture at the thought of Calvary. But more wonderful  still, because more worshipful, is the moment when the rough wood touches our flesh and the  nail bites. Real worship has less to do with offering sacrifices than with being a sacrifice  ourselves. “Present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and  acceptable to God” urges Paul, “for this is your spiritual worship” (Rom. 12:1).



    How writers like Paul  and the author of Job stretch our religious vocabulary! Reading their books, old words  like worship and faith and righteousness begin to sound different to our ears; they grow  bigger and broader and deeper than we have known them to be. They become like oceans, into which any number  of pebbles, boulders,  even whole mountains may be thrown, yet without altering their fundamental nature. Conversely, how  easy it is to turn religious words into  stagnant ponds or to dry them up altogether. But Job makes these words breathe for us, he brings them alive. And what does it mean when language comes alive? It means  that human beings are set free. As  definitions expand and broaden, so does our freedom of movement within them. Perhaps there is no better test of the presence of true faith than when a staid  old word like justification gets off its duff and begins to  sing and dance around, or when patience pulls faces and stamps its feet,  or when worship tears its robe,  shaves its head, and falls prostrate on the ground. Reading Job, we  discover that this man’s God is bigger than our own, and because his God is this big we too grow big—bigger  and more mysterious than we ever imagined ourselves to be.








Nakedness

“Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I will depart” (1:21a)




  Job knew one of the  great secrets of faith: the believer in God has no worldly rights. The true believer is  someone who has abdicated all rights, freely accepting the status of a slave  and no longer laying claim  to any earthly chattel, whether it be “houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or  children or fields” (Matt. 19:29). These are precisely the sort of things that Job has just lost,  and yet his initial response to their loss is not bitter complaint, nor even mere acquiescence, but adoration.




  In  many places in the world today we see people fighting and lobbying under the banner of  Christianity for all sorts of human rights and freedoms, both personal and  political. To what extent the Bible actually recognizes such rights is a  complex question. But in terms of individual spirituality, at least, the mature Christian should know  that he has no right even to the shirt on his back or to his next meal, let alone the right to vote, to have a  pension, to enjoy good health, or to get eight hours of sleep every night.  Strictly speaking the servant of Christ does not even have a right to his own private thoughts and feelings, whether they  be good, bad or indifferent. As the Lord pointedly put it to a sulking Jonah, “Have you any right to be  angry?” (4:4).




  The fact is,  Christians have abdicated one kingdom in favor of another. They have released their hold on  this world’s elaborate system of amenities and expectations, in order to embrace something infinitely higher. In practice this letting  go can be a delicate process, for as citizens  of the Kingdom of Heaven we certainly do have rights,  but what we do not have is worldly rights. “Were you a slave when you were called? Don’t let it trouble you,”  advises Paul—though at the same time he hastens to add, “If you can gain  your freedom, do so” (1 Cor. 7:21). Worldly freedom, in other words, may be a good thing for the Christian, but it is  not an entitlement. The children of  God have the Lord’s own promise that “I will pay you whatever is  right” (Matt. 20:4); yet what is right is to be calculated not in earthly  terms but in heavenly. As Jesus taught, “Any of you who does not give up everything he has  cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33).






  

    For a Christian to  insist on having worldly rights and comforts is, plainly and simply, to be a grumbler. It  is to be like the Israelites in the desert when they were continually murmuring against God. How  often do we as believers waste precious time and energy trying to “claim” things that, as  those whose lot in this life is nothing more than to share the cross of Christ,  we have no right to claim? The tragedy is that meanwhile we neglect to claim the spiritual rights that are properly ours. In our pursuit of  worldly contentment, we forfeit  spiritual joy and peace.



    Already  we have made the point that God not only loves believers, He likes them.  But what about our feelings toward Him? If we claim to love God, do we also like Him? Are  we genuinely fond of the Lord? Do we like the way He does things? Do we approve of His methods of  child-rearing? Or do we secredy resent Him whenever life does not go our way? Can we enjoy  God, and yet not enjoy the life He has given us, not bless our own unique incarnation in all its fantastic variety and unpredictability?



    We Christians are  people who know in our bones that we never had any right to be created in the first  place, let alone redeemed. We know we have no more inherent title to life and its goodness than a dead man has. For us the  coffin lid has already been nailed shut on all the natural joys and privileges that  earth can offer. Knowing this, we are set free to bless the Lord in all circumstances, whether we find ourselves clothed or naked.



    When Adam discovered  he was naked, he hid from the Lord. But when Job was faced with his nakedness he  worshiped, and this is what sets the fallen man apart from the redeemed man. Even Christ, after all, when He came  into the world, came naked. And He died naked too. The Gospels plainly state  that soldiers divided Jesus’ garments among them at the foot of the cross, including His undergarment. The pictures do not  usually show this; it is almost as though the sight of God’s nakedness would be somehow  more appalling than  His death. But in the full Biblical revelation it is clear that God became not only man, but  man naked and helpless, and that both at the beginning and at the end of the Lord’s earthly life His bare flesh had to be wrapped in  rags like that of any other poor wretch.








Luck



    “The Lord gives and the Lord takes away; blessed be the name of the  Lord!” (1:21b)




Job’s remarkable statement  here takes us back to the very primitive (and some would say pagan) concept of chance or luck. Job  is basically saying  that there is good luck and there is bad luck and that God administrates them  both, and not only is it His divine prerogative to do so, but for every one of His seemingly arbitrary decrees He is to be  praised. Whether in the casinos of Las Vegas or in the parliaments of the nations, it is God  who picks up the roulette ball and places it wherever He will. It is He who shuffles the deck—even if He does not shuffle  but rather arranges each card as carefully as He numbers the hairs on a head. Whether luck exists at all, from God’s point of view,  is a good question. But from the human standpoint, there is so much of the divine  patterning that cannot be understood, that we might as well chalk it up to luck. Why does one person have red hair and another brown? Why is one  sick and another well? Why does one die  young and another live to see four generations—and all without any  regard for individual spiritual beliefs?  There are no good religious answers to these questions. There is only the nonreligious answer: the luck of  the draw.




  To believe in God is  to accept the nonreligious answer. It is to allow for the fact that the Deity behind the  strange and inexplicable facade of this world is a real, living person, and therefore a person with not only rational plans and ideas,  but also with nonrational intuitions, feelings, and even whims of His own. To know the Lord in  this way is, in some respects, just like knowing anybody else, for in our dealings with other people do we not  inevitably run up against a large measure of  pure unfathomable irrationality? People would not be people if they were entirely reasonable, and so it is with God. How reasonable is grace? Or love? Many  cannot believe in God because they  cannot stomach His whims. But to allow the Lord His whimsicalness—and more than that, to bless Him for it—is  faith.




  This  topic turns out to be the the crux of a good deal of the long debate between Job and his  friends. The friends could never have made the statement in 1:21. It would have been too arbitrary, too superstitious for their  liking. Good religious people do not believe in luck; they believe in finding  reasons for everything. They are always trying to figure out why they are  having a bad day, or why they are sick, or why they are not more happy or  prosperous. This type  of thinking, which forever tries to appease and manipulate the god behind every  bush and rock, is a kind of paganism. In this tight theology there is no room for the sheer  arbitrary unreasonableness of the Lord. By contrast, the mind that is able to live with unanswerable questions, letting the roulette ball  spin at will and yet still seeing the Lord’s hand at work—this is the mind of true faith. This is the faith that can respond, whether in good luck  or in bad, “Amen!”






  

    The moment we start  thinking that we can discern some pattern to the ways of the Lord, we begin to draw  dangerously near to idolatry. We come to worship the pattern rather than the Person behind it. We see patterns  everywhere, as in tea leaves, and so grow preoccupied with technique rather than  relationship. Patterns become molds into which we try and squeeze all of reality, whether it fits or not. In modern times the  most obvious example of this is science. Certainly there are patterns in God’s  universe to be discovered and legitimately exploited; but no pattern can  encompass all of reality. When a pattern or system attempts to be all-inclusive, the final result is that it excludes the  most vital factor of all: God. This is not to say that God is not rational, only that mere  rationality does not completely define  His being.



    To the  ancient Hebrews pure chance, far from being an idea opposed to God, was one of the very things  that proclaimed His sovereignty. Why else would they have cast lots and employed the device of “Urim and Thummim” to  discern the Lord’s will (see Ex. 28:30)? “The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is  from the Lord” (Prov. 16:33). Luck was just one more of the enigmatic channels through which God  worked. The mere fact that we are alive at all—is that not lucky? That a loving Heavenly Father has preordained every detail of human lives does  not mean that there is any discernible reason why the ball lands on 7 rather than 15. While there is much about God  that can be known, this is not what the book of Job is about. Job is  about the incomprehensible ways of God, and about the praise that is due Him in bad luck as in good.








Skin for Skin



    “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.” (2:4-5)




  Just as in the temptation of Jesus in the  wilderness, the Devil here quotes God’s own law to Him: eye for eye, tooth for tooth, and  “skin for skin.” It is almost as though Satan, having overheard Job’s lofty thoughts  concerning man’s humble status of utter nakedness before the Lord, determines to take him  at his word and make him more naked still, tearing off even his bare flesh and flailing him alive.




  When it comes to the  topic of physical pain, people who are not actually experiencing such pain can entertain  all kinds of noble theories about it. As long as it is happening to someone else, pain is but an abstraction, a  theological conundrum, an unfortunate blight on an otherwise fairly tolerable world. But as  soon as the Devil so much as touches a person’s own body, the whole picture changes. Then suffering becomes the very  opposite of an abstraction: it becomes an enormity, a concrete reality so overwhelming  that it has the power to engulf all other reality, to eclipse all other thought except the thought of itself.




  The  Bible contains many graphic descriptions of what happens when strong, intelligent,  self-assured people (and even some very godly ones) are caught suddenly in the grip  of acute pain. Warns the Old Testament in one of its most oft-repeated images, “Pangs of anguish will seize them,  they will writhe like a woman in labor” (Isa. 13:8). It is true that many believers are  enabled by God’s grace to bear enormous burdens of physical pain with dignity and even with radiant cheerfulness. Nevertheless a much  smaller degree of pain, when applied to other believers who may be just as godly, can be enough to plunge them into depression or make  them lose all control  and whimper and scream for mercy. Even the great and good King Hezekiah, in one of  the most piteous scenes in the Bible, when stricken with a mortal illness “turned  his face to the wall” and “wept  bitterly” (2 Kings 20:2-3). He simply could not take it.






  

    At its deepest  level, much of the meaning of Job revolves around the distinction between  these two vastly different perspectives on suffering: on the one hand, the coolly  considered outsider’s view, and on the other hand, the view from inside the furnace. As for the latter, it is not really a “view”  at all and even to call it that is to do the sufferer an injustice. One does not hold  rational, articulate opinions when one is writhing in pain. Pure suffering has a consciousness,  a tongue, a heart all its own, and even the memory of it is but a pale unreality when compared with the  actual experience. Only the sufferer himself, in the moment of piercing torment, knows what it  is really like, and his knowing is of a sort that drastically alters the very meaning of the verb “to know.”



    It could almost be  said that the sufferer’s knowledge of pain is of the same order as the believer’s knowledge of  God and that this is why the Devil exploits pain as a prime vehicle of temptation. Restlessly he casts about  for something that will prove more compelling, more absorbing, more real than God  Himself, for he believes that to find that something (and in this he is perhaps partly right) would be to dislodge God  from His throne. After surveying all the possibilities, his final choice lights on  physical pain. It is no accident that the place where the Lord and the Devil  themselves join ultimate battle—the  cross—is a rack of torture.



    So the  stakes are very high when Satan afflicts Job with “painful sores from the soles of his  feet to the top of his head” (2:7). At this point the central question of the book subtly  shifts from, “Can a man lose everything he has and still bless God?” to, “Can a  man lose even  what he is and still remain under God’s blessing?” For enough agony, like enough joy, can alter a person’s  most basic makeup. How much pain can a human being take and still nurse the fond notion that “nothing in  all creation can separate us from the love of God” (Rom. 8:39)?







On the Ash Heap



    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. (2:7-8)




  Without attempting a  medical diagnosis of Job’s condition, let us just listen to what he himself says about it at various stages in the book: “My body is  clothed with worms and  scabs, my skin is broken and festering” (7:5); “My gauntness rises up and testifies against me .... my face  is red with weeping, deep shadows ring my  eyes” (16:8, 16); “My whole frame is but a shadow” (17:7); “Night pierces my bones; my gnawing pains  never rest .... My  skin grows black and peels; my body burns with fever” (30:17,  30).


  

  Anyone who has ever  had a severe skin disorder will know that it is the sort of thing that can drive a person half-crazy. How pathetic  and heart-wrenching to read of the shard of pottery with which Job scrapes his boils! Scratching is such  poindess activity; it only makes the  infection worse. We all know this, and yet we cannot help but scratch, and scratch frantically, as  though we were condemned to tear  ourselves to pieces. Job’s affliction may remind us of one of the Bible’s most dreadful prophecies:  “This is the plague with which  the Lord will strike all the nations that fought against Jerusalem: Their flesh will rot while they are  still standing on their feet”  (Zech. 14:12). There is not much that is more personal to us than our  skin, or that more plainly reflects our mortal condition. When the skin is diseased it can be a kind of  living death, almost as if the body  had been turned inside out and the exposed soul covered with the visible, tangible wrath of God. This is  certainly how the ancients viewed  it. Disease of the skin was equated with disease of the soul, and anyone  afflicted in this fashion was automatically judged  to be spiritually unclean. Hence the stigma attached throughout the Bible to “leprosy”—a word which  in Hebrew was applied not to leprosy  alone but to a wide range of skin infections, and also more generally to anything that was ceremonially  unclean.






  When Job’s three  friends came to visit him, therefore, even before Job opened his mouth they would have formed a  clear opinion as to  what his problem was. Was it not plain to all the world that a man whose body was visibly rotting away must be a  sinner? Job’s physical  affliction put him in a class not very different from that of the contemporary victim of AIDS. This torment was  not just a private but a public one. More than  painful, it was shameful. Listen to Leviticus  13:45-46: “The person with .... an infectious skin disease must wear torn clothes, let his hair be unkempt,  cover the lower part of his face and  cry out,‘Unclean! Unclean!’ As long as he has the infection he remains unclean. He must live alone;  he must live outside the camp.”


  

    This is precisely  what happened to Job: he was banished from society, run out of town on a rail, treated  as an outcast. That is why the Prologue makes a point of telling us that he was  sitting “among the  ashes” and scratching himself with “broken pottery.” Where does one find heaps of ashes and broken pots?  At the garbage dump, naturally. Job was not lying at home in his own comfortable bed between crisp white sheets and being waited  on by private nurses; no, he was where all the other lepers and pariahs would be found,  quarantined in the town dump. At least there, rather than being a burden on society, such  people could take care of one another (after a fashion) and scrounge around for their own  food; besides, there would be lots of broken pottery to scratch themselves  with. For all we  know, even Job’s wife and his friends would have treated him as an untouchable, keeping a safe distance and  conversing with him through  the pall of drifting smoke, like the poet Dante visiting with the shades in the Inferno.



    As  the dialogue between Job and his friends unfolds, we will do well to bear in  mind this horrific picture of a reeking dump as the setting in which the long and rather abstract  theological debate takes  place. These men are not sitting in some elaborate conference room in a  multi-million-dollar church complex, nor even around the kitchen table, but rather amidst heaps of  ashes, smoldering fires, stench, buzzing flies, scampering rats and jackals, piles of rubble, and  all the other ruins of civilization—not least of which were the human ruins,  the broken men and women gibbering like ghosts in the smoky murk. All in all, is the stage not  set for an apocalyptic drama?








Job’s Wife




    His wife said  to him, “Are you still holding on to your integrity? Curse God and die!” He replied, “You are talking like  a foolish woman.” (2:9)




  When a husband and  wife are united, they find a measure of  strength and mutual comfort that holds its ground against almost any amount of trouble. But when they quarrel,  their troubles are aggravated tenfold. Job’s wife appears only once in the book, in this one verse, and yet  in her own way she is nearly as famous a person as Job himself. Unfortunately  her fame is founded on rather  dubious, even scandalous, grounds: she apparently deserted her husband,  and her God, when the chips were down.




  Just as in the temptation of Jesus in the  wilderness, when one approach fails to break Job’s faith, the Devil tries  another and another, steadily increasing  the pressure, the seductiveness, and the subtlety of his strategies. Since it did not work simply to kill off  Job’s children wholesale, when it  comes to his wife the tempter adopts a different  tactic: he sows strife and succeeds in turning the couple against each other. She ridicules his religion,  and he calls her a fool. A degree of alienation sets in which, just in itself,  would very likely have been the  worst trial these two had ever passed through in their married life.




  It is easy to blame all of  this on the woman and to react to her conduct  with horror—as if it were something surpassingly strange and appalling. And yet, is this not just the way  things are? Most spouses will graciously support their partners through  a certain degree of misfortune, but when  the hardships and the complaints drag on and on, even the most saintly love  will reach a breaking point. In the  very best and strongest Christian marriages there will come times when either partner may view the other  (however temporarily) as no longer a lovable or a godly person at all,  but as a sniveling and self-centered little  worm. Married couples make the vow  “for better or for worse,” but when worse becomes worst and one’s spouse has a nervous breakdown or contracts  some lingering terminal illness,  then there are few wives or husbands who will find in themselves a natural desire to keep on  being smilingly supportive.






  

    By Chapter 2 we  begin to notice that there is a pattern to the trials of Job, a pattern that is like the  tightening of a noose as the Devil’s onslaughts grow more and more personal, closer and closer to his victim’s heart. First it was buildings  and servants that were attacked; then the man’s children were taken; next his  body was struck  with disease; now his wife has been alienated from him. Soon his closest  friends will unwittingly become tools of the Devil as they assault him with  cold comfort and shallow theology. From this point on Job’s trials grow increasingly lonely and  interior, for Satan is directly  attacking his personal relationships.



    The  plain fact is, if you follow Jesus there will be times when you will find  yourself absolutely alone, cut off from everyone. In spite of the glorious unity and love  that are ours in the Body of Christ, there are bound to come times when the soul must  stand utterly alone before  God. For there are some traits of soul, some spiritual qualities, that can only be  acquired and perfected in solitude—and not in the comfortable solitude we call “time  to ourselves” and of which we all crave a certain amount, but rather in the grueling solitary confinement of real loneliness  and desertion. There is just no way around it. Without tasting this experience no Christian can become fully Christlike. The via dolorosa, the  path to the cross, must be trod alone. Like the dock before the very judgment-seat of God, this is a narrow place, wide enough for only one  abreast. There is no marriage in Heaven, taught Jesus (see Matt. 22:30). We squeak through the pearly gates one by one.







Trouble from God



    “Shall we accept good  from God, and not trouble?” (2:10)




  Teaching about His Father’s impartiality Jesus  said, “He causes his sun to rise on  the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the  unrighteous” (Matt. 5:45). But couldn’t this thought easily be turned  around to read, “He causes His hail to fall on the crops of the just and  the unjust alike”?




  From the outset Job blames  no one but God for his problems. Of course  he does not really “blame” God at all—he trusts Him. He trusts God  enough to locate the final source and cause of all his adversity directly with Him, the Sovereign Lord of the universe, and yet still to hope in Him. And this remains the  hallmark of Job’s faith throughout the book. Always he looks directly to  the Lord as the one ultimately responsible  for everything that happens, and never does  he get sidetracked into blaming his troubles on a multitude of more obvious,  yet secondary causes such as the weather (1:16,19), other people (1:15,17), or the Devil (of whom he  has no knowledge anyway). Most surprisingly of all, Job does not even blame  himself. Job refuses, in other words, to get bogged down in trying to understand all the “reasons” for his  misfortune. God knows the reasons; he does not. To “accept trouble from  God” implies the acceptance of a certain illogical dimension to life, a  dimension so totally beyond human  ken that even faith, by its own secret and darkly luminous wisdom, cannot really comprehend it. Here  we need the kind of faith whose God  is so big as to be not just unmanageable, but to a large extent (as paradoxical as this may sound to Christian ears) unknowable. “Who has known the mind of  the Lord, or who has been his  counselor?” quotes Paul from Isaiah on two different occasions (Rom. 11:34; 1 Cor. 2:16). True, in the  latter case he follows this  immediately by saying, “But we have the mind of Christ.” Yet having the mind of Christ is not quite the  same as having the mind of God the  Father. Even Jesus during His time on earth apparently had limits to  His supernatural knowledge.




  When we first become Christians we feel that we have finally come to “know” God, and so we have. But  as we progress in faith we go through times  when we are less and less certain that we really know Him at all, and yet more certain than  ever that He knows us. This is what must have happened to Abraham’s concubine Hagar when, lying half-dead in  the desert, she gave this name to the Lord who spoke to her: “You are the God who  sees me” (Gen. 16:13). Real faith is not so much seeing God, as knowing that one is seen. Only this kind of faith is resilient enough  to embrace “trouble from God.” As King George VI said in his famous 1940 radio talk,  “Go out  into the darkness and put thine hand into the hand of God. That shall be to thee better  than a light, and safer than a known way.”






  

    It is much easier to  use one’s mind to reduce God to understandable proportions than it is continually to  accommodate oneself to the divine mystery. It is easier to diminish God than to enlarge one’s own heart. The poet William Cowper, who was  subject to fits of insanity,  knew something of this. According to one account it was while slipping into one of  his dark spells that he wrote the well-known hymn, “God moves in a mysterious  way, His wonders to perform; / He plants His footsteps in the sea, and rides  upon the storm.”



    In  some ways Job’s wise and simple words in 2:10 are the very last expression of clear-minded, unshaken  faith that he will utter before he sinks completely beneath the waves. The best of people, after all, may exhibit  great clarity and magnanimity one moment, and despair the next, and after this point in  the story Job’s suffering at the hands of Satan grows so intense and prolonged that everything he says will be laced  with darkness and confusion, so that at times his very character will appear to  have come unhinged. Yet however much this man’s humble faith may seem to be  dashed to pieces  later on, here at the outset we see him as he really is. We see him, in spite  of terrible strain and agony, still in his right mind, and we realize that here is a  person whose nature was not characteristically of a pessimistic, brooding or morbid  type, but rather steadfast and sanguine. Indeed these latter qualities were doubtless the very ones that so infuriated the  Devil that he petitioned God, “Stretch out your hand and strike his flesh and  bones” (2:5). Already we have seen Job’s body afflicted all over with painful boils; henceforth we shall see the boiling of his soul.








Friendship



    When Job’s  three friends .... 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 .... 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. (2:11,13)








What a blessing it  would be to have just one friend like this in time of need—one friend who would drop everything  at a moment’s notice, travel any distance, and stick by one’s bedside night and day for an entire  week! Job, apparently, had not just one such friend-in-need, but three. Even in the Bible we do not  often hear of people having this many close friends. One memorable exception is the paralytic of Mark 2:3-4,  who had no less than four friends who loved  him so much that they actually went to all  the trouble and embarrassment of carrying him through a large crowd and then digging down through a roof in order  to get him to Jesus. In the New  Testament, understandably, heart-to-heart friendship becomes an increasingly common phenomenon, and the long genealogical lists of the Old Testament gradually  give way to a very different sort of  list, such as the one in the last chapter of Romans in which Paul gives us just a glimpse into the  vast network of people who, far more than being mere friends, were his true  family, his brothers and sisters in  the Lord. These are blood ties indeed, for here the family tree is the  cross.




  Even  the gregarious Paul, however, as his difficulties multiplied towards the end of his life, was to find  himself in situations where he would feel abandoned and betrayed by almost everyone (see 2 Tim.  1:15; 4:16; etc.). So three good friends in time of affliction is a very great number. And seven days is a  very, very long time for concerned people (especially religious sorts) to hold  their tongues and  refrain from flapping around. What a moving scene it must have been, therefore, as the  three gracious friends of Job in simple and quiet dignity sat with their suffering  brother, wordlessly expressing their heartfelt  compassion and solidarity.






  At  least, it would be nice to think that was the way it was. Yet unfortunately  this idealistic view of things is quickly shattered by what happens in the  ensuing dialogue. For once these people open their mouths we begin to see what was really  going on inside them during those seven extraordinary days of silence. And what was really going on was this:  Job’s friends were condemning him.



  It is a distasteful  fact, but a fact nonetheless, that the three dear friends who came “to sympathize with  [Job] and comfort him” (2:11), far from actually comforting, were in their  minds picking him  to pieces, analyzing him up and down for faults, loopholes, and hidden sins, casting around  in search of reasons for all the terrible things that had happened to him. And although  we are told that these  discreet gentlemen said nothing at all to Job for an entire week, is it not probable that  they whispered confidentially among themselves?



  The main problem with  this mission of mercy was that no mercy was forthcoming. Certainly Job himself would  derive no comfort whatsoever  from his friends’ visit. On the contrary we shall watch him grow increasingly  angry and disconsolate, to the point where his friends, impatient with his uncooperative  attitude, will find it impossible to sustain even the outward semblance of  sympathy towards him. Instead of truly identifying with him, they will distance themselves and withdraw. Feeling  overwhelmed, and scrambling to get a better fix on the problem, they will do the only safe thing: they will pull back  and assume the stance of objective analysts. Naturally they will go about all of  this in a very warm and godly way and with the best of intentions. They are like benign family physicians, kindly old docs faced with a  tough case and scratching their balding heads. Yet without realizing it, by their clinical theorizing they are effectively withdrawing  their human affections, their very friendship, and this at the very time when intimate friendship is most needed.



  To be  sure, none of this is spelled out quite so early in the story; but in later chapters it comes spilling out.  Like all fair-weather friendship, and all flawed theology, Job’s friends stop short of the cross.



Light to the Gentiles



    When Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the Naamathite .... 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. (2:11-12)




  The visit of Job’s  three friends suggests, obliquely, a kind of parody of the visit of the wise  men to the Christ-child. It is a parody rather  than a parallel, since Job’s friends are going not as seekers to a wondrous  birth, but as mourners to a mass funeral.  There is no hint of adventure in this journey; it is undertaken in heaviness rather than in joyous  expectation. And yet, perhaps there  is no less a sense of epiphany about it. One wonders what might have  happened if the Magi, rather than discovering an adorable child in Bethlehem, had arrived a few years later to find instead a full-grown man hanging on a cross.  Would they still have bowed the knee  and presented their gifts? Or would they have joined with the scoffers?  Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar broke into sobs when they saw that Job’s pain was so great that it had transformed him, that he was no longer the man he had once been.  The great tragedy of the remainder of  the book is that they never do succeed in discovering and ministering to the  man he had now become: a man of sorrows, acquainted with grief.




  Like  both the birth and the death of Christ, the suffering of Job was a multicultural event. This man was a  cosmopolitan, with close personal ties  that transcended tribal, and perhaps even national, boundaries. The precise location of the Temanite, Shuhite, and Naamathite territories is uncertain, but it does  seem clear that Job’s friends came  from some distance away. Almost like a miniature United Nations, they appear to have represented a cross-section of the  various ethnic groupings of the ancient Near East, and this serves to remind us  that in the ancient world the practice of monotheism  was by no means confined to the Israelites. Just as Job’s friends represented Gentile nations, they also  represented Gentile religion—and not the run-of-the-mill pagan variety,  but rather a very pure and sophisticated  brand of moral monotheism. Not every Gentile in the Old  Testament was an idolater, and true faith was never a racially delimited phenomenon. Was  Noah a Jew? Was Abraham  a Jew? It was the patriarchs who spawned the Jewish nation, not the other way  around. From early days there existed individuals such as Melchizedek, true God-fearers who somehow fell outside the bounds of the special  covenant Yahweh planned for His people Israel, yet who enjoyed intimate  relationship with Him. Job himself, apparently, was a person just such as this, a kind of freelance Yahwist who was, to  borrow the Apostle Paul’s description of himself, like “one abnormally born”  (1 Cor. 15:8). If Paul was the “Apostle to the Gentiles,” then Job might almost be termed a “Patriarch of the  Gentiles.” Like Melchizedek, he was a founding father of all those outside  the Jewish line who, from earliest times, would carry the torch of pure faith in the  one true God.






  

    But  what about Job’s friends? As lofty as their religious consciousness was, can we  really say, on the basis of the ensuing dialogue, that their monotheism had advanced all the way to the throne of the living God of grace? Did these men  truly know the same God Job knew? In  some ways this is the central question of the next forty chapters, and it is not at all an easy one to answer. In  any case, whatever Job’s friends may have believed at the outset of their  journey, the Epilogue makes it clear that by the end they were soundly converted (or else corrected or restored)  to living faith in the God of Job  (see 42:7-9). And how did this happen? It happened in the same way that people  have always been converted: by being brought  to the foot of the cross. It was the mystery of suffering, and especially the propitiatory value of the  unmerited suffering of a righteous  believer, that finally brought these reluctant magi to see the light.



    And so  it is possible to interpret Job as being essentially a book about the  action of grace among Gentiles. (In this respect it bears a certain resemblance to the  books of Ruth and Jonah.) This is a story of how revival breaks out because of the faith of  one person, because of the suffering of one  person, because one person has been humbled  before the Lord. What power there is in the sacrifice of one righteous, broken, and penitent heart! In the  humiliation of Job, the glory of God  is seen in a way that it is not in all the eloquent theological speeches  (including Job’s own) that accompanied it.








THE DIALOGUE:




    ROUND 1



    (Job  3-11)




    “Why is life  given to a man whose way is hidden, whom God has hedged in? For sighing comes  to me instead of food; my groans  pour out like water.”



  —JOB  3:23-24


    

  We do not want you  to be uniformed, brothers, about the hardships we suffered in the province of Asia.  We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired even of life.


  

  —2 COR. 1:8





Calling a Spade a Spade



    After this, Job opened his mouth and cursed the day of his birth. (3:1)




  After seven days of  saintly silence, seven days of commendatory restraint and of “not sinning by anything he said” (2:10), we may wonder why Job at the beginning of  Chapter 3 suddenly cuts loose and  “curses the day of his birth.” Why does he have to ruin everything by  opening his big mouth and sticking his  foot in it? However much we may strive to sympathize with Job’s suffering, his expression of it now becomes so  dark and shocking that we cannot  help but ask, What is really going on here? Must we hold the whole of this chapter at arm’s length,  chalking it up to the misguided  ravings of a man who has essentially lost control of himself, a  tortured mind gone haywire?
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