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Getting the Most Out of Job




One thing we can count on in this life is trouble! Becoming a Christian, contrary to what some say, does not so much deliver us from problems as deliver us in them. We still get sick, lose jobs, worry about our children and struggle with loneliness. On a deeper level a personal encounter with God brings, at the same time, exquisite joy and a new set of questions. Sometimes, like Job, we are led through a dark valley without seeing the path out, why we are suffering, whether God has a redeeming purpose in it all and how we are to respond. Are we to just patiently take it all?


Mention the name Job and one immediately thinks of patience, partly because of one misunderstood New Testament reference to this Old Testament saint (James 5:11). Job did suffer, but not patiently. He rebelled. Job’s saintly friends tried to “explain” his problems by appealing to the logic of good orthodox theology. In the end, Job’s almost irreverent appeal to God for an explanation led to his justification and approval by God. While Job’s orthodox churchgoing friends were rejected (Job 42:7), he persevered; that is the real point of the New Testament reference. Perhaps, among other things, this surprising reversal can be explained by the fact that Job spoke to God about his suffering, while Job’s friends spoke about God to Job. But this is not the only mystery encompassed by this fascinating Old Testament book.


Job raises as many questions as it answers. Indeed, when God finally speaks to Job in the whirlwind (chapters 38—41), God himself asks questions! Traditionally theology has wrestled with how a good and all-powerful God could allow or even cause (as Job claims) suffering and evil in the world. Not only are the usual abstract arguments—spoken smoothly by Job’s three friends, Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar—rejected by God and his beloved Job, but they are not even the point of the book.


This is not a book of rational, systematic theology. This is the story of one human being—one very human and very righteous being—who loses his possessions, his family and his health. But it is a story that takes place within the household of faith. And it is faith that rebels and a God who loves the rebel that is the surprise of the story.


In a closed universe (the view assumed by the ancient Greeks and modern secularized people) human beings are tragic victims of fate. In a dualistic universe where God and Satan are equal opponents in the battle of good and evil, one can blame all adversity on the devil. But in the book of Job, as elsewhere in the Bible, God shares his ultimate sovereignty with no one, not even Satan.1


Job—and we—have problems with innocent suffering precisely because we have faith in God, whose goodness is known in the land of the living. There is no answer either in jettisoning belief in the goodness of God or in rejecting the hope that in this life there should be both satisfaction and justice. In the end, and only in the end, Job finds peace with God through his sufferings, and not in spite of them. Ultimately, Job’s passion points to the death, resurrection and vindication of Jesus as God’s final answer to the problem of the innocent suffering.


The gospel-bearing quality of Job is all the more remarkable because the book may be very ancient. There is no mention of temple, monarchy or prophets. We do not know who wrote the book, when or where the author lived, though there is no adequate reason to deny the unity of the book.2


The book contains an astonishing mixture of riddles, hymns, curses, proverbs and nature poems. The introduction (1:1—2:13) and conclusion (42:7-17) are in prose, while the speeches of Job, the three friends, the young man Elihu and God himself (3:1—42:6) are in poetry. No wonder the Jewish rabbis were unsure where to place Job in Scripture. Though they eventually chose the “writings” section, this book fits just as well alongside the great exodus, David and Ruth.


Like all biblical stories, this one catches us in its plot and invites us in its mysterious and ironic way to find God, not in talking about God, but in talking to him; not in the familiar rhythms of safe theological discussion but at the point of our deepest questions about the meaning of life and of God himself; not in leisure-time spirituality but in the middle of life where it is hardest. “The book takes its place in the testimony of the ages that there is a blank in the human heart which Jesus alone can fill.”3




Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.










Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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Dueling with the Devil


Job 1:1—2:10




When we have hard times we all want to know why. More important is the question, Who? What we need to know is not whether the universe is friendly but whether there is a friend in the universe.


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. Before considering the message of this extraordinary book discuss why you think some people who have experienced multiple hardships seem remarkably positive while others whose lives have been uncommonly blessed feel cheated.






PERSONAL REFLECTION. Consider your own faith journey to this point. Was it easy or hard to believe God was for you when things went well or when you faced personal disaster?






Is it possible to love God for God’s sake, and not merely for the benefits of being faithful, even when there are benefits? And what if these benefits are all removed and one is left with no benefit but God alone?






The “upstairs-downstairs” drama of the book of Job starts with a contest, probably in heaven, between Satan—the Accuser—and God concerning the purity of Job’s spirituality. God and Satan make an agreement, less like spiritual warfare and more like a duel—with honor at stake and equivalency of weapons. “Downstairs,” in Job’s world, our hero goes through the loss of everything except the ultimate treasure, and even that seems threatened. Read Job 1:1-22.




1. What indications are there that God’s evaluation of Job—“blameless and upright”—was correct even though he was initially blessed with prosperity?











2. In this very ancient document Satan appears as an angelic adversary with free access to God’s presence, unlike the devil in the New Testament. What does Satan accuse Job of (vv. 9-11)?











3. For what good reasons could God agree to a contest that would affect Job and his family so painfully?











4. How would you respond to someone who charges that religion is only for those who can’t make it on their own?











5. Though Job apparently is unaware of God’s approval, what signs indicate that this is important for Job?











6. How does Job react to the first test (vv. 20-22)?











7. In what ways is Job’s response (v.22) different from responses people make today to life’s hard blows?











8. As will be apparent later, Job’s response included questioning God about the apparent injustice of his situation. What would have been seen as sinful behavior in Job’s reaction?











9. Read Job 2:1-10. Why do you think God agreed to this second test?











10. God did not allow Satan to take Job’s life. The Adversary attacked Job’s possessions, his family and his health. What further attack did Job sustain from his wife (vv. 9-10)?









Why would her suggestion be especially dangerous to Job’s faith?








11. Suffering is a mystery, and the opening scenes of this book deepen the mystery by showing how inadequate are our “reasons” for misfortune. What have you already learned about “accepting trouble from God” (v. 10)?









What difference will this make to your own attitude toward hard times?






Ask God to give you a picture of the wonderful pleasure and approval God has for you so that you might grow in confidence that God is your friend.




Now or Later


Job’s prosperity is sometimes presented as a reward for his righteousness, a matter promoted by the “health and wealth gospel.” Abraham, Job and Solomon—all wealthy people—depended on God rather than their wealth (Genesis 13:8-18; Job 1:21) in contrast to those who praised God because they were rich (Zechariah 11:5) but were soon to lose it all.


Study the Bible’s message on wealth as (1) a blessing (Deuteronomy 30:9; Proverbs 22:4), (2) a sacrament, as God gives wealth (Proverbs 3:16; 1 Samuel 2:7-8; Ecclesiastes 5:19; Hosea 2:8) freely and generously but also scandalously even to the wicked (Psalm 73:12-13; 62:10; Job 21:7-21) and (3) a temptation, as it provides illusionary security (Proverbs 18:11; Ecclesiastes 5:10; Psalm 49:6-7) as exemplified by the Aramaic word for money, “Mammon,” from the same root as “Amen” (see Luke 6:24, 30; 12:15, 33; 16:13; Matthew 6:19, 24).


The health and wealth gospel encourages perverted motives, mis-represents God’s deepest concerns for us and misinterprets God’s promises to Israel as immediately applicable to Christians (see 1 Timothy 6:3-10).
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God in the Dark


Job 2:11—4:17




For every ten people who can withstand the temptations of adversity, only one can stand prosperity—or so it is said. When life is good we have no questions, and when it is hard we have no answers—or so it is said.


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. Drawing on your own life, talk about why you agree or disagree with the statements above.






PERSONAL REFLECTION. Describe an experience in which you were tempted to doubt God’s goodness. What questions did you ask? What thoughts, if any, did you have of God?






Job has handled his prosperity as a ministry and later defends his stewardship of abundance (29:7-25; 31:24-25). But now he is plunged into excruciating loss, a living death. Job’s new test will examine whether his belief in the goodness of God can be subverted by unalterably negative circumstances. Job will ask questions that are asked in wars and famines, when people are faced with congenital deformities and terminal illnesses. Job will later take up the cause of all the nameless, suffering poor (24:1-25). But in this study Job feels the weight of his own burden first. Read Job 2:11-13.




1. At this point in the story Job’s three friends travel a considerable distance to console Job. What actions of the friends indicate they understood how deeply Job was suffering?











2. For chapters 3 through 31 the story moves from prose to poetry as Job’s three friends discuss the meaning of his adversity and where—if anywhere—God was present in the darkness. Read Job 3:1-26. In what ways does Job’s response to his suffering go beyond asking the usual why (3:1-10)?











3. Job’s chief complaint, to our surprise, is not his material loss but the loss of his spiritual estate (3:25-26). In what ways does this challenge you when faced with discontentment?











4. Though Job curses his birthday (3:1), he does not curse God. What is the difference?











5. What does Job think God’s role is in all this (3:11, 16)?











6. What new questions does Job ask in 3:20-26?











7. In what ways does Job’s speech go beyond the “poor me” complaint so frequently uttered by people in times of adversity?











8. Each of Job’s three friends makes a speech with Job responding—a cycle that is repeated three times in the book. Read Job 4:1-17. Eliphaz responds cautiously at first and then attacks. Why does Eliphaz think Job is suffering?











9. Eliphaz counsels, “Should not your piety be your confidence and your blameless ways your hope?” (4:6). Is this sound advice helpful? Explain.











10. Eliphaz thinks he has God’s word (4:12-17). Job only has dark questions. What have you learned so far about finding God in the midst of pain and loss?











11. How do you feel about living with unanswered questions?









Ask God to show you how to put aside your life circumstances and find rest for your soul (Matthew 11:28).




Now or Later


None of the friends breathes a prayer in the whole book. But Job pours out his heart to God. Prayer is, paradoxically, both a blessing and a battle. Consider some of the many scriptural examples of “taking God on” by righteous men and women: Abraham haggling over Sodom (Genesis 18:16-33); Jacob wrestling a blessing out of God (Genesis 32:22-29); Jesus praying in the garden (Matthew 26:36-46); Paul pleading three times for the removal of his “thorn” (2 Corinthians 12:8-9). See also the Psalms, Jeremiah 20:14-18 and Lamentations 3:1-18. As P. T. Forsyth once said, it may be God’s will that we surmount his will. What we mainly “get” through prayer is God!


 


C. S. Lewis wrote in A Grief Observed: “Talk to me about the truth of religion and I’ll listen gladly. Talk to me about the duty of religion and I’ll listen submissively. But don’t come talking to me about the consolations of religion or I shall suspect that you don’t understand.”1 What does this quote and these chapters from Job suggest to you about how to encourage someone who is grieving?
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God-Talk: How Not to Be Spiritual Friends


Job 6




Mike Mason comments: “The greatest mystery in the book of Job is not why Job suffers, but why a man crippled by suffering is forced to fight a long, drawn-out theological battle with people who are supposed to be his friends.”1 Sometimes people are presented in the Bible—often without editorial comment—simply to show us what not to do! Even our worst experiences of friendship do not quench our desire for soul friends, people who will walk with us through life’s hardest moments and who will point us to God without preaching at us or judging our spirituality.
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