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PREFACE


AFTER THIRTY-ONE YEARS of preaching in one church, I (Bill) finally summoned the courage to preach a series of sermons on the book of Job. Only after a sabbatical study leave, which gave me the opportunity to invest in preparation, did I take the plunge. I was fortunate, however, to have a partner in this project, my son Will. Will had done his Cambridge PhD research on Job,1 and our weekly conversations provided insight and ideas that became an integral part of my preaching. This book attempts to share that process of integrating academic biblical scholarship with pastoral reflection that we enjoyed in those conversations. The main chapters are primarily in my pastoral voice, while the Digging Deeper comments that follow them present Will’s more academic perspective, offering insight into the many debated issues surrounding the interpretation of the book.

Despite my sense of inadequacy to do justice to this challenging book, beginning after the Christmas holidays, I took our church on a Lenten journey through Job, culminating at Easter. The chapters that follow chart that journey, as I cover the whole of Job in ten chapters. Be encouraged, it could have been worse—John Calvin preached 159 sermons on Job, and one Puritan preached from Job for almost three decades!

We invite you to join in this journey through the book of Job, but we encourage you not to do it superficially or quickly. In fact, we would suggest reading and reflecting on only a chapter of this study per week as one way of allowing the length of Job’s struggle to be experienced. To appreciate Job requires entering into his painful ordeal over time, enabling the power of his story to sink in. Job wrestles with God, and we must wrestle with him also. We assure you, the rewards will be great.
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      Will your long-winded speeches never end?


        What ails you that you keep on arguing?


      JOB 16:3



    


  




THE CHALLENGE OF JOB

The book of Job is, in many ways, a hard book.

The book is hard because it deals with an uncomfortable subject—suffering. And Job suffers terribly. His thousands of sheep, camels, and oxen are taken away from him; his many servants are all carried away by foreign invaders; his ten children all die when a house collapses on them; and finally Job himself is afflicted with painful sores that broke out over his entire body. This is gut-wrenching stuff—not for the faint of heart!

The book of Job is perplexing because it doesn’t give us the answers we want. We want to know why good people suffer, and the book leaves that question entirely unaddressed.

The book is baffling because much of its central section is in the words of Job’s friends, whom God says did not speak what was right. So how are you supposed to know what to learn from what they say?

And what about Job himself? In the seemingly endless dialogues, Job’s way of talking to God seems more petulant than patient. He argues with God and complains about his situation. The book seems to be one long lament. Aren’t Christians supposed to be joyful all the time?

Job is also challenging because 95 percent of the book is poetry. Poetic literature requires great sensitivity to the art of metaphor and simile, as well as to the subtle nuances of the various forms of Hebrew parallelism. Our ability to appreciate these features is made all the more challenging when crossing the vast cultural distance that separates us from the book’s author.1

But Job’s poetic character raises another problem. The book is not a philosophical treatise; it is a spiritual struggle of the most intense kind. Its poetic form reflects the emotional turmoil that Job experiences. And to appreciate its message the reader must somehow sympathize with that emotion. You cannot read this book dispassionately and expect to receive what it has to offer. You must allow yourself to feel something of what Job feels, as uncomfortable as that may be.

And, finally, Job is demanding simply because it has forty-two chapters! And most of those chapters are both repetitive and downright depressing. Job and his friends go on and on, back and forth, arguing with one another with neither side giving an inch. It reminds me of the US Congress. It’s been said that “the traditional phrase, ‘the patience of Job,’ might better be [stated] as ‘the patience of the reader of Job.’”2 There may be truth to that.




WHY STUDY JOB?

In view of these difficulties, why should you devote yourself to the study of this ancient book? If nothing else, you will be encouraged with the thought that though you may not have “your best life now,” at least it is better than Job’s!

In fact, you don’t need any special reason for studying Job. The book of Job is a part of Holy Scripture; it is God’s “breathed out” word to us—and as such, it is useful; it is profitable; it is beneficial to teach us and to train us so that we would be fully equipped and prepared for all that God wants from us (2 Tim 3:16-17).

Which leads us to ask, How is the book of Job profitable? What can we expect to gain from it? Among the many ideas that we’ll be considering in the chapters ahead, the one I want to emphasize as we begin is this: the book of Job will encourage us, in whatever our circumstances, to persevere in faith to the very end.

Job teaches about perseverance. In the only explicit reference to Job in the New Testament, James presents Job as a model to emulate: “As you know, we count as blessed those who have persevered. You have heard of Job’s perseverance and have seen what the Lord finally brought about. The Lord is full of compassion and mercy” (Jas 5:11). In his profound suffering and grief, Job is brutally honest in his relationship with God. He challenges God to make himself known to him and to give him some reason for his terrible affliction. He protests, he objects, he accuses, he laments, he cries out in his pain, and he even curses the day of his birth. But through it all, Job never turns his back on God—he refuses to curse God and die in despair.

Job perseveres—“You have heard of Job’s perseverance,” James says. Referring to Job’s “patience,” as the King James Version puts it, is too tame, too passive. Job struggles, he fights, he wrestles with God, but he doesn’t give up. Regardless of how he feels, he holds up under an almost unbearable load, as he tries to reconcile before God his experience of intense suffering with the knowledge of his own innocence.

We can learn much from this book to help us persevere in our faith to the end. For the key question of the book is, Will you trust God—will you believe that he is good and worthy of your praise, your adoration, your worship, and your love—regardless of your circumstances? Will your faith in God’s goodness endure when it is tested?

Make no mistake: in some way, your faith will be tested. Jesus spoke of that in his parable about the four soils into which the sower sows the seed of the Word of God. Jesus warns us that some will receive the word with joy. The seed will sprout, and they will believe for a while, but in the time of testing they will fall away (Lk 8:13). Will that be true of you? What will that testing look like in your life?

You may be tested with prosperity. “Wouldn’t that be nice!” you say. Yes, but wealth and pleasure can become like weeds that choke the life of the seed. Prosperity can be deadly to faith when it results in a sense of self-sufficiency and pride or when your faith in God becomes dependent on his blessings. The book of Job challenges that kind of self-serving faith.

Or your faith could be tested with simple distraction. You can become preoccupied with paying the rent or getting promoted at work or with fears about that lump under your skin or handing over the car keys to your teenager. We can be overwhelmed by the cares of this world and all the anxieties and fears that fill our minds. Even the fear that you might become like Job could undermine your faith.

Or your faith could be tested by actual pain and suffering. And this can be the toughest test of all, for nothing can call into question our faith in the essential goodness of God like our suffering. Hardship and affliction can become a trial, an examination, an evaluation. Can God be trusted? Is he really worthy of my worship? In whatever form that testing comes, Jesus says, only those who persevere produce a crop (Lk 8:15).

The importance of perseverance. We can’t overstate the importance of perseverance in our faith. Paul says, “If we endure, we will also reign with [Christ]” (2 Tim 2:12). In Hebrews we read, “You need to persevere so that when you have done the will of God, you will receive what he has promised” (Heb 10:36). And again, “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us” (Heb 12:1). James says, “Blessed is the one who perseveres under trial because, having stood the test, that person will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love him” (Jas 1:12). Twice in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus says that only “the one who stands firm to the end will be saved” (Mt 10:22; 24:13).

Simply put, without an enduring faith we are lost. The book of Job is a lesson in perseverance in the face of incredible suffering—inexplicable suffering, innocent suffering. For suffering—especially suffering that seems to come upon us for no reason, suffering that seems to make no sense, suffering that is too random or too evil—that is a supreme challenge to our faith.

On the one hand, suffering can make us angry and defiant before God. History is littered with the anti-Christian testimonies of atheists who point to the reality of pain and suffering as the ground of their unbelief, who curse the God whom they say they no longer believe in.

On the other hand, suffering can dampen and deaden our faith. It can make us lethargic and lifeless in our relationship with God. We no longer look to him as our loving Father. Instead, he becomes a distant caretaker of the cosmic order with no personal concern for a little minion like me. We find ourselves no longer on speaking terms.

But for others, for those with the courage to hold on—their suffering can become a gateway to a deepened faith. As Viktor Frankl, who endured the unbearable suffering of a Nazi concentration camp, observed, “just as the small fire is extinguished by the storm while a large fire is enhanced by it—likewise a weak faith is weakened by predicaments and catastrophes, whereas a strong faith is strengthened by them.”3

We will suffer, you can be sure of it. And in our suffering—whether physically or emotionally—we must learn from Job if we are to endure faithfully to the end.




WHAT KIND OF BOOK IS JOB?

So as we approach this book, we must first ask, What kind of a book is it? I’ve already mentioned its artistic quality. In the ordering of our Bibles, it is listed with other poetic books—the Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs. It is often considered one of the Wisdom books, but that’s too limiting—it has more in common with lament psalms than with Proverbs.4

Some have described Job as a “lawsuit drama” or as “skeptical, protest literature.”5 But again, Job resists neat classification. Commentator Francis Andersen writes, “The book of Job is an astonishing mixture of almost every kind of literature to be found in the Old Testament.”6 The book also shows some fascinating parallels to other ancient Near Eastern books.7 Though they share some themes, the differences outweigh the similarities. One writer concludes, “Perhaps part of the fascination of the book of Job is that there is no other book like it, even in the ancient world.”8 It’s a book that in many respects must be understood on its own terms.9

Who wrote the book? Its author is never mentioned, which leads us to believe that authorship isn’t critical to the interpretation of the book.

Its setting is in the land of Uz, but no one knows where Uz was. One writer observed, “One might just as well search for the Land of Oz.”10

When was it written? The book appears to be set in patriarchal times, in part because of its silence regarding the land of Israel, the priesthood, and the temple. But it was still connected to Israelite faith—with its insistence on the justice of God, and the denial of bowing to idols like the sun and the moon (cf. Job 31:26-28). At least in the prologue and the divine speeches, the narrator of the story uses the covenant name Yahweh—the name by which God revealed himself to Israel.11 And very early this book became a part of Jewish Scripture. But its message is not linked to any particular event or setting in Israel’s history. This broadens its message, setting it free from the bounds of time or place.

The story appears to be set in the time of the patriarchs, but when was it actually written? Again, we don’t know. All attempts to date the book have been inconclusive. All we can say with certainty is that it was written after Job’s death since the writer tells us that Job lived 140 years. But the way that Job appears to allude to other biblical books, like Isaiah, Jeremiah, and especially the Psalms,12 suggests a much later date—perhaps even after the exile.13

Should we read the book of Job as a precise verbatim record of what transpired in Uz between Job and his friends? That seems unlikely—people generally don’t argue in poetic verse.

Job seems to have been a historical figure. He is mentioned as a righteous man by the prophet Ezekiel (Ezek 14:14, 20), but that doesn’t mean that this book is what we would call strictly historical. The divinely inspired author could well have retold a well-known story about a famous man to explore the deepest questions of the human relationship with the God who made us and who rules this world. However it came about, the author of this God-breathed book has explored these questions in a most profound way.

The richness of Job’s message can’t be simply explained. It can’t be captured in the 280 characters of a tweet or even in one thirty-minute sermon. Instead, the message must be experienced. The reader must identify with the real experience of suffering, and what that means for one’s relationship with God. That’s why there are forty-two chapters. That’s why it’s best not to rush through it. You must enter into the narrative—you must feel what Job feels. The book of “Job is to be lived in and not just studied.”14

Christopher Ash, in his reflections on the book of Job, speaks of the difference between asking the “armchair questions” of the scholar and asking the “wheelchair questions” of the sufferer.15 Job is asking “wheelchair questions.” He is in desperate straits, and somehow we need to enter into his suffering to understand his struggle. The fact that the characters speak in poetry rather than prose means that their words are meant to touch our hearts as well as our heads. “Poetry doesn’t lend itself to summing up in tidy propositions, bullet points, neat systems, and well-swept answers,” Ash contends. “We need to let a poem get to work on us—we must immerse ourselves in it.”16

Job is also a very long book, and that, too, is significant. The book consists of forty-two chapters because there is no quick-fix easy answer to the questions it raises. There is no instant release from grief. We must go through the process. The book’s length invites the reader into the process of reflection; it takes us on a journey, and a journey takes time.17 It invites us to join in an exploration of the process of loss and grief. In that process our faith may be reworked and our lives may be transformed, as Job’s were.

Beware: a study of Job may unsettle you. But in the end, you will be challenged and encouraged by it in all sorts of ways.

And the first encouragement we need from Job is the encouragement to persevere in faith to the end. We will be taken down a road of intense suffering—with all of the emotional and spiritual turmoil that creates—to come to a new appreciation of the God who is there all along. A journey through Job becomes almost like an extended Lenten observance on a path to Jerusalem. In this journey, we can see Jesus as a kind of Job—the ultimate innocent sufferer, who, on the cross, pronounces his own cry of desperation and dereliction: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mt 27:46).

But as in Job, the gospel gives us a happy ending. We must see what the Lord finally brings about—the suffering of Good Friday gives way to the vindication of Easter morning. He is risen; he is risen indeed!

Yes, “the Lord is full of compassion and mercy” (Jas 5:11). We will see how Job wrestles with God until he gets that blessing.


DIGGING DEEPER


1.1. The demise of “Wisdom Literature.” For more than a hundred years, first in biblical scholarship, then in the church, it has been common to refer to Job, along with Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, as belonging to a distinct category of biblical and ancient Near Eastern texts known as “Wisdom Literature.” According to this widespread view, these texts are the product of the universal search for wisdom. Rather than interpreting the world from the perspective of the Israelites’ special relationship with their God as presented in the Law, History, and the Prophets, these texts are said to offer insights, available to all, from the reasoned analysis of life. According to his view, in addition to being universalistic and rationalistic, these texts are occasionally empirical, basically secular, frequently skeptical, and fundamentally humanistic and individualistic.

Recently, biblical scholars have begun to question this consensus for a number of reasons.18 From a historical perspective, recent work has identified when biblical scholarship first grouped those specific texts together as a distinct “Wisdom” category, the mid-nineteenth century in Germany, a time and place in which the constellation of ideological values associated with the category—universalism, rationalism, humanism, and so on—were particularly popular. The suspicious similarity between the values of scholars at that time and those they attributed to the “wise men” who they thought wrote those books suggests this may be yet another example of nineteenth-century biblical scholars looking into the well and seeing their own reflections.19

From a literary perspective, the view of genre used to classify these texts into a single genre that sets them apart from others in the canon does not reflect how genres actually work. In fact, texts may be grouped together in many ways, depending on the similarities readers find significant among them. German scholars after the Enlightenment may have been interested in finding texts that were universalistic, rationalistic, and humanistic, but other readers, including those who lived closer to the time when the texts were actually written, when those ideas were not as popular, have noticed other significant affinities they have with other texts. Each of those genre groupings highlights a different feature of the texts; fully understanding them, then, requires not classifying them in a single genre (particularly not one first imposed for self-serving reasons in the nineteenth century), but learning from as many of them as possible. The Wisdom Literature category has cordoned off the texts associated with it from the rest of the Bible and its theology for over a century; the category’s death offers an opportunity to reexamine what they mean.

1.2. The genre(s) of Job. A genre is “a group of texts gathered together due to some perceived significant affinity between them.”20 Most texts can be grouped into multiple genres depending on which features have attracted our attention. These perceived similarities between texts shape our expectations as we read, and, at their best, help us to understand texts better. Grouping sonnets together enables us to recognize their structure; grouping love poems together highlights how they express their passion rhetorically. Some poems will be in both of those genre groupings and our reading expectations should be shaped by both. However, when we treat genres as exclusive categories, such that a text can only be one genre, and forget that these genre groupings result from our culturally located perceptions, genres can actually distort our interpretations.

Job is a prime example of both the distorting power of reading a text according to a single genre and the illuminating potential of reading it as participating in many genres. Though the general consensus for more than a century has been that Job is best classified as Wisdom Literature, it wears that label uncomfortably. A number of scholars have noticed this, and an increasing acknowledgment that Job’s meaning cannot be contained with Wisdom Literature has contributed to the demise of the category as a whole.

Before the Wisdom genre category was invented in the mid-nineteenth century, Job was never exclusively grouped with Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, or its message characterized by the philosophical ideas now associated with wisdom. Traditional Jewish reading put Job in a collection with Psalms and Proverbs called the Sifrei Emet, which highlights how much it shares with both those books.21 Early Christian tradition generally grouped Job with other books of poetry: Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs. This underscores the book’s poetic nature. However, both Jewish and Christian ancient canon lists also occasionally grouped Job with the histories, either near Judges at the beginning or Esther at the end, which encouraged readers to note connections between Job and various figures from Israel’s history. The closest historical connections to Job are found in the genealogy of Esau in Genesis 36.22 This link to Genesis also connects the book to the Torah (or Pentateuch) and Moses. Early readers, such as Ben Sira and Josephus, also grouped Job with the Prophets.

In recent scholarship, as the Wisdom category has begun to lose its influence, all of these groupings have been resurrected to some degree or another, as scholars have started to notice how comparing Job to these other collections of texts uncovers significant features that the category had buried. Even more genre groupings have been added, such as drama,23 epic, lament, lawsuit,24 apocalyptic, and parody.25 None of these genres can fully encompass the book’s meaning (which is generally the case with genres), but each highlights important features of it.26 So, just as the Wisdom category highlights the emphasis on the concept of wisdom in the book, these other genres underscore other significant features, such as Job’s laments or the legal metaphor that drives his conflict with God. Only by reading the book in multiple genres can its full meaning be comprehended.

1.3. Date of Job. Many consider Job to be one of if not the oldest book in the Bible. This common view primarily results from the setting the book depicts, which appears similar to that of the patriarchs in Genesis. In fact, in the genealogy of Esau in Genesis 36, we encounter an Eliphaz (Gen 36:10), a Teman (Gen 36:11), a Zepho (translated in the Greek as “Zophar”; Gen 36:11), an Uz (Gen 36:23), a Bedad and a Bilhan (Gen 36:25, 27), which together remind one of Bildad, and a Jobab (Gen 36:33), which an addition to the end of the Greek translation explicitly connects with Job (Job 42:17). Like Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Job appears to offer his own sacrifices apart from the cultic trappings of tabernacle, temple, or priests. Indeed, the law, history, and covenants of Israel are never explicitly mentioned. The Hebrew of the book also has a number of archaic features. There is even a term used for money (qesitah) in Job 42:11 that only appears elsewhere in Genesis 33:19 and Joshua 24:32. Fittingly, a Jewish tradition developed that Moses was the author of the book.

However, this evidence is hardly definitive, and, even if it proved that the book was set in the patriarchal period, it would not indicate that it was written at that time. Thus, the rabbis consider a number of dates for Job: the time of Jacob, Moses, the judges, David, the Sabaeans (or possibly the queen of Sheba), the Chaldeans, and Ahasuerus.27

Lacking explicit reference to historical events, to determine the book’s date, scholars have been forced to rely primarily on intrabiblical parallels, linguistic evidence, and the development of Israel’s religion. However, conclusions based on evidence in each of these categories are tenuous. The evidence on which they rely can often be interpreted to support multiple and even contradictory conclusions. For example, the many allusions to other texts in the Old Testament contribute to arguments that Job is one of the latest texts in the Old Testament.28 However, in many cases, those allusions could go in the other direction, with other texts alluding to Job, even if in Job’s frequent parodies it makes much better sense to conclude that Job is the later text, twisting earlier texts toward his rhetorical purposes.29 Discussions of the inconclusive nature of the evidence for Job’s date have, therefore, become standard fare in commentaries.30

The limited indisputable evidence for the date of Job includes the existence of several fragments of the book discovered at Qumran, which date back as early as the late third century BCE. These indicate Job must have been composed sometime before that. In recent scholarship, the book’s date is generally placed after the exile, between the fifth and third centuries BCE, based on cumulative evidence, particularly the book’s language, mention of a Satan figure (which is considered a late theological development), and challenge of a developed view of retribution, though the occasional argument for a seventh-century date may be found. Some even argue different parts of the book, such as the prose narrative, poetic dialogues, or Elihu speeches, were written at different times. David Clines, a leading Job scholar, summarizes the situation well: “Of [Job’s] author or date of composition I frankly know nothing, and my speculations are not likely to be worth more than the many guesses that already exist.”31

1.4. Allusion and intertextuality. Unlike a quotation, which explicitly identifies itself, often with a citation, an allusion is “an intentional implicit reference to an earlier expression.”32 This implicit nature draws readers deeper into the interpretive process by relying on their ability to recognize how significant words, imagery, or structure in one text refer to an earlier text, creating a dialogue between them. Quotations and allusions are two of the many ways that all texts are interconnected with one another, either by their authors or their readers, both of whom are constantly using other texts to express or interpret meaning. The term for this broad phenomenon is “intertextuality.”33 Though all texts are intertextual to some degree, Job is particularly tightly woven into a web of textual interconnections. Recognizing this is vital for reading the book well.

The author of Job constantly alludes to other texts in the Old Testament. To understand the book fully, readers must tune their ears to hear these notes from elsewhere in the melody of Israel’s story as they harmonize with Job’s tale. There are potential allusions to a broad swath of texts beyond Wisdom Literature, including Genesis, Exodus, Deuteronomy, 1 Samuel, Isaiah 40–55, Jeremiah, Amos, Psalms, and Lamentations.34

Allusions are so pervasive within the text that Job appears to be what one scholar has termed a “citational text,” in which readers can justifiably suppose that the author intentionally cited a number of earlier texts with the expectation that the public would recognize those allusions as relevant to the text’s presentation and meaning.35 Biblical examples would include Isaiah 40–55 and Revelation.36 Modern texts of this type include the poetry of T. S. Eliot and the novels of James Joyce.

Because allusions, unlike quotations, are implicit, they are easy to miss, and just as easy to see mistakenly when they were not actually intended by the author (the unintentional resonances that readers recognize between texts are better referred to as “echoes”). However, some allusions are fairly clear, and, because they involve meaningful parodies, they can legitimately be considered intentional. The most famous is Job’s “bitter parody” of the psalmist’s praise of God’s concern for humanity in Psalm 8:5 to lament God’s oppressive presence (Job 7:17-18).37 Enough significant connections between Job and other biblical texts are evident in Job that careful readers should expect to find more as they read and then should pay attention to how Job and the friends are interpreting those earlier texts.

1.5. Mimesis. Fundamentally, mimesis means imitation, and the term may be used to describe various imitative aspects of literary works. One particular understanding of mimesis that contributes significantly to our understanding of Job is the way that literary works can be written to imitate life. The book of Job accomplishes this in various ways. The most striking are the length of the dialogue between Job and his friends, the confusion it engenders in the conflicting answers it provides, and the abrupt mood swings that pervade Job’s responses, all of which reflect the real experience of enduring suffering, which frequently feels long, confusing, and emotionally jarring.

The Job poet demonstrates impressive psychological insight, both in his depiction of Job’s progressive responses to his suffering and the friends’ attempts to comfort their companion, which devolves from education to accusation. Even the lack of a definitive explanation for Job’s suffering in the book as a whole, along with God’s refusal to clarify how it can be reconciled with his power and justice, represents well human experience in a fallen world, in which answers to these questions elude us and we are forced simply to trust God.38
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Does Job fear God for nothing?

JOB 1:9






ONE WORD COULD CAPTURE our current cultural climate: cynical. Sunny optimism is out; cloudy pessimism is in. Cynicism—that disposition of disbelief in the sincerity or goodness of all human motives—is the new norm.

In part, this climate change can be attributed to the postmodern turn in the second half of the last century. We have experienced a significant cooling of our modern confidence in human reason and scientific discovery to solve all our problems. The Enlightenment foundation, which seemed so firm around 1900, has crumbled after two world wars, two atomic bombs, Vietnam, Watergate, ongoing struggles for racial justice, and a global pandemic. The disillusionment that took place, both intellectually and culturally, has given rise to a new age of doubt and distrust. We live in an increasingly cynical age. The Cynic’s Dictionary defines a cynic this way: “An idealist whose rose-colored glasses have been removed, snapped in two and stomped into the ground, immediately improving his vision.”1

Cynicism begins with a wry assurance that everyone has an angle. Behind every silver lining is a cloud. The cynic is always observing, critiquing, and complaining, but never engaging, loving, and hoping. Journalists today are bred to be suspicious of everyone, and their motto is always, “Follow the money,” or, “Expect the worst and you will probably find it.”

You see this cynical mood in the satire and parody of today’s comedy, made popular a generation ago by the likes of Bart Simpson and David Letterman. They gave us humor with a smirk instead of a smile.

In the universities, literary critics constantly engage in “deconstructing” texts, seeking the author’s hidden agenda and those underlying power dynamics that lie behind the words. Claims to truth are viewed as mere instruments of manipulation and assertions of one’s power over others.2

Religion is especially vulnerable to this cynical onslaught. It’s the common view that all religious people are hypocrites at heart. Ambrose Bierce once defined a saint as “a dead sinner revised and edited.” In his 2008 documentary film Religulous, Bill Maher doesn’t hide his own disdain for religion. “The irony of religion,” he says, “is that because of its power to divert man to destructive courses, the world could actually come to an end. The plain fact is, religion must die for mankind to live.”3

This cynicism is clear and undisguised in the attack of the “new atheists.” Christopher Hitchens’s book title says it all: god [sic] Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything. I think also of Richard Dawkins’s cynical contempt in his book The God Delusion. “The God of the Old Testament,” he says, “is arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction: jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully.”4 So there! He adds, “The universe we observe has precisely the properties we should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil and no good, nothing but blind, pitiless indifference.”5 That’s cynicism.

Cynicism, in its essence, is a denial of the good, the true, and the beautiful; that’s why it is ultimately a denial of God. A character in a Robert Louis Stevenson story makes a most perceptive observation—“I hate cynicism a great deal worse than I do the devil, unless, perhaps, the two were the same thing?”6 Are they?

I call the central question posed by the book of Job “The Cynic’s Taunt.” It is the question asked by the satanic accuser—“Does Job fear God for nothing?” In other words, is there really such a thing as a true believer? Aren’t all those religious people just in it for the divine blessings?

This raises an even more pressing question: Is there really a true God? Is there a God who is worthy of our worship, our love, our trust—regardless of our circumstances? That’s what the book of Job is about—and that is the question we must all answer. There is none more important in all of life.

In the first two chapters, we encounter the dramatic stage that is set for the struggle to come. We’ll consider it in three parts: First, in the opening verses, is the description of Job as a godly man. Then comes the entrance of the mysterious satanic figure and his cynical accusation. And finally, we’ll look at God’s role in all this—which may be the most challenging part of all. I call it the divine gambit—the bargain that is made, the test that is set, to see if the cynic will indeed have the last word. We’ll wait to consider all that happens to Job and his reactions to it until the next chapter.


A RIGHTEOUS MAN

So, finally, we turn to the book of Job: “In the land of Uz there lived a man whose name was Job. This man was blameless and upright; he feared God and shunned evil” (Job 1:1).

This verse sets the scene for all that follows. Without this premise, the rest of the story loses all its dramatic power. There is no uncertainty in the author’s mind—this man Job is a godly man. This fact is expressed in a fourfold litany of praise unparalleled in the Bible, and its cumulative effect is powerful.

The description of Job’s piety comes in two pairs. First, he is said to be “blameless and upright”—characterizing him as a man of untarnished character and genuine faith.7 The word for “blameless” does not mean that Job was without sin—Job himself refers to “the sins of my youth” in Job 13:26, and “my sin” in Job 14:16. “Blameless” here simply points to Job’s moral character. It speaks of his genuineness and authenticity. There is nothing hypocritical about him. Job was a man of “personal integrity, not sinless perfection.”8

The next term, “upright,” is similar, but it shifts the focus away from Job’s own character to the way he treated other people. He acted fairly in his dealings with others; he showed mercy to those in need.

The second pair of descriptions turns toward his relationship with God. “His religion was shaped by humble piety”9—“he feared God and shunned evil.” The poem about wisdom later in Job will proclaim this the very definition of wisdom (Job 28:28).10 This “fear of God” is often depicted in the Bible as the supreme mark of the godly person. It is the beginning of wisdom (Prov 1:7; 9:10), and it creates the proper posture of the human being in reverence and awe before their Creator. Fundamentally, it means respecting God as God and treating him accordingly.

And as a result, Job “shunned evil.” Job’s religion issues into a godly morality. He maintained a constant repentant heart, habitually turning away from evil in his thoughts, words, and deeds.11 There is no question—Job is a genuine believer, a model of godliness.

Again, this is not to say that Job was a perfect man, a sinless man—only one man who ever lived fits that description. But Job’s condition is like that of Noah. In Genesis 6:9 Noah was said to be “a righteous man, blameless among the people of this time, and he walked faithfully with God.” But in the book of Hebrews, Noah is especially commended for his faith—for, the writer tells us, it was by faith that he heeded God’s warning and built an ark, and so he became “heir of the righteousness that is in keeping with faith” (Heb 11:7). Noah was righteous by faith, and so was Job—and so is any sinner before God,12 and all the evidence of Job’s life confirmed the reality of that faith.

This superlative assessment of Job’s condition is clear. It is never contradicted by the narrator, and it is affirmed by God himself twice in the book’s first two chapters and then again in the last (Job 1:8; 2:6; 42:7, 8). Only his friends will deny it. So hold on to it. You will miss the point of the book if you forget it. Job is a godly man.




A GREAT MAN

In Job 1:1 our author asserts that Job was a good man; in the following verses he describes his greatness: “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” (Job 1:2-3).

Here is a picture of “the good life” in the currency of that age—great wealth in family and possessions, along with a high social stature in the community. Today we might speak of someone having a loving family, while being a CEO with thousands of employees, with a penthouse in Manhattan or a horse farm in Virginia. They would be a generous philanthropist, an elder in their church, one whose advice was sought by governors and senators, and who had their own podcast with a multitude of Twitter followers. What else could anyone want? By any standard, Job was a great man.

In a sense, this is just what you would expect. A man of such character before God should be blessed with such abundance. You get the distinct impression that Job’s goodness is the cause of his greatness, for doesn’t the psalmist in Psalm 1 tell us that


[The righteous person] is like a tree planted by streams of water,

which yields its fruit in season

and whose leaf does not wither

—whatever they do prospers. (Ps 1:3)



Shouldn’t piety lead to prosperity? But we are left with the question—If Job is great because he is good, will he continue to be good when he is no longer great?

The final illustration of Job’s character in Job 1:4-5 reinforces what I have just said. After each of the joyous family feasts (probably birthday parties), Job would make it his habit to sacrifice a burnt offering for each of his children, just in case: “Perhaps [God forbid!] my children have sinned and cursed God in their hearts.” Surely, this is a mark of piety, but might it also suggest that something isn’t quite right in the way Job approaches his relationship with God—that anxiety outweighs faith, and fear is divorced from trust? Does Job suppose that by offering sufficient sacrifices he can protect himself and those he loves from suffering?

Such was the heart of Job. He was ever mindful of what it means to be righteous before God, even in the hearts of his children. This is the man whose life is about to be turned upside down.




A CYNICAL TAUNT

In Job 1:6, the story suddenly veers in another direction, as the setting shifts from earth to heaven, and we listen in on a dramatic interchange that Job is never privy to: “One day the angels came to present themselves before the LORD.” Here we have some sort of heavenly council, as the company of angels, “the sons of God,” appear before the Lord, ready to do his bidding.13 But this verse ends in a rather foreboding manner: “and Satan also came with them.”14

Who is this Satan figure? The Hebrew word satan means “adversary” or “accuser” (the Greek translation is diabolos or “devil”), and here the word comes with the definite article “the,” giving emphasis to the role of this figure. He is “the accuser.” Along with the angelic council comes one who stands against God’s people in some way.15

In Job 1:7, it is the Lord who initiates the interchange. He says to this adversary, “Where have you come from?” What have you been up to? What is your business here? “Satan answered the LORD, ‘From roaming throughout the earth, going back and forth on it.’”

We get the impression that the earth, not heaven, is his designated sphere of activity. In the New Testament, Jesus speaks of the devil as “the prince of this world” (Jn 12:31; 14:30; 16:11), and Peter’s words fit well with what we see in Job: “Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Pet 5:8).

So the Satan was up to no good—looking for someone to accuse, someone on God’s side to sabotage and subvert, some way to undermine faith in the supposed goodness and glory of God. That shouldn’t be too hard, for in Satan’s view, there can be no such thing as a genuine believer.

But God begs to disagree. “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’” (Job 1:8). “I know Job’s heart—he is faithful and loyal, a man of integrity and real godliness. He is truly ‘my servant,’” God says. “There is no one like him. In all your efforts to discover if there is such a thing as a genuine believer, have you considered my servant Job?”16

Satan is unimpressed. “Does Job fear God for nothing?” he replies. “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. But now stretch out your hand and strike everything he has, and he will surely curse you to your face” (Job 1:9-11).

It’s the cynic’s taunt—“All this pious sanctity you see in your man Job—it’s all a show, a pretense. He doesn’t care about you, God, and your supposed glory and majesty. It’s all about him, and how he reaps the benefits of all his religiosity—the sheep, the cattle, the camels, and all the rest. Take that away, and he will want nothing to do with you!” Satan, true to his role as accuser, points out to God what he sees as an apparent chink in Job’s armor. He questions whether Job’s faith will survive the suffering he has been so determined to avoid through his sacrifices and the security provided by his substantial nest egg of livestock.

So what are we to make of that taunt? Isn’t it true that many around the world are hearing a message that promises just what Satan is describing—that putting your faith in God is but a means to health and wealth? Put your faith in God, and he will be at your beck and call. All you have to do is ask. If you are poor, God can make you rich; if you are sick, he can make you well.

And why wouldn’t he? We’re his beloved children, aren’t we? What father, if his son asks for a fish, will give him a snake? Ask and you will receive. If you only have enough faith, it will all be yours. And, of course, the preachers of this prosperity gospel have to show by their extravagant lifestyle, with their fancy cars and big houses and private jets, that it works, and it can work for you, too.

Now, most of us are a little too sophisticated to swallow the health and wealth message. And, truth be told, we’re wealthy enough already. But we have our own version of the prosperity gospel, in the form of the therapeutic gospel.17 The reward that we count on is not material, but emotional; what Jesus promises is not objective wealth but subjective well-being. Invite Jesus into your heart, and he will fill you up with peace and hope and eternal joy. He will give you an “abundant life”—and we have lots of ways that we can define that abundance. Put your faith in Christ, and he will give you the life you want—“your best life now,” with a no-hassle guarantee.

We don’t fear God for nothing—no, we fear God for the blessings he gives. How right is Satan about Job? How right is Satan about you?




THE DIVINE GAMBIT

In this opening chapter, we have seen a godly man and a cynical taunt, and finally we want to look at what may be the most challenging part of the whole story. This is what I call the divine gambit—God’s willingness to put Satan’s claim to the test.

Satan had said, “Stretch out your hand and strike everything [Job] has, and he will surely curse you to your face” (Job 1:11). The Lord then says to Satan, “Very well, then, everything he has is in your power, but on the man himself do not lay a finger” (Job 1:12).

What? Did we hear this right—“everything he has is in your power”? “Go ahead,” God is saying. “Bring this godly man, my servant Job, to utter ruin. Have all his sheep and cattle and camels and all his servants carried away by foreign invaders, then kill all ten of his children when the house collapses and crushes them as they are all together celebrating a birthday.”

And that’s just stage one. After that comes the bodily assault on poor Job. Satan gets to assail him with painful sores that cover his whole body.18 Job is left to rot, as he sits among the ashes of the garbage heap. “He’s all yours, Satan, go to it. And we’ll see if you’re right about my servant Job.”

How is this possible? How could a good and just God possibly agree to such a deal?

Let’s be clear. On the one hand, Satan is the bad guy in all this. He is the actual agent of destruction. It is his hand that directly afflicts Job. Some try to say that that gets God off the hook. They say that Job is wrong to complain to God at all. It is Satan that he ought to revile and rail against.

But that’s too simple. Laying the blame for Job’s distress on Satan makes no sense of the rest of the book. As we’ll see, Job’s complaint throughout is with God, not Satan. Job knows God to be ultimately responsible for what happens to him, and that assumption is nowhere contested—and certainly not by God when he finally speaks for himself (Job 38–41). In chapter two, God takes direct responsibility for what happens when he says that Satan incited him against Job to ruin him (Job 2:3), and at the end of the book, the narrator will likewise attribute the blame to God (Job 42:11).19

To be sure, God never acts with malicious intent, ever. But he is still in charge, even when secondary agents like Satan act badly. Satan must ask permission to harm poor Job. He has no authority on his own. God and Satan are not two equal powers vying for control of the universe. The devil exists, but as Martin Luther used to say, he is “God’s devil.” And God has him on a leash. He can only do what the Lord allows him to do. But throughout the Bible we see that whatever evil the Lord allows the devil to perpetrate, he can also use for his good purposes. At a number of places in the Bible, we have what you would call dual intentions at work—in the same act, the devil can intend evil, while God can intend good.

A classic biblical example of this is seen in the actions of Joseph’s brothers in the book of Genesis. They acted cruelly in selling Joseph into slavery, but in the end, Joseph forgives them and says, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives” (Gen 50:20). One act performed by two different actors with two different intentions: one evil and one good. And, of course, the ultimate example of this is found in the crucifixion of God’s own Son, Jesus Christ. It was a most evil act—perpetrated by evil men; yet God acted through it to bring blessing to the whole world (cf. Acts 2:23-24; 3:18; 4:27-28).20

Satan brings about the sufferings that Job endures, and by them Satan intends to tempt Job to evil by cursing God to his face. But Satan drops out as a character in the rest of the book. The story revolves around God’s intentions in all this. Why would he ever agree to such a bargain with the devil—a bargain that means inflicting pain on an innocent man, not to mention all sorts of collateral death and destruction?

Some suggest that one way out of this theological dilemma is to see the book simply as a grand stylized drama. It is essentially a fictional morality play, one that paints the most extreme picture imaginable to heighten the tension in such a way as to make the spiritual struggle of Job with God as intense as possible. In other words: “Don’t worry,” they say, “no one was actually harmed in the making of this book.”21

That’s possible, but I don’t think it is the case. Yes, the descriptions may be stylized, but I think Job was a real, well-known person, and surely something really bad must have happened to him to make him as famous as he was. In any event, you still have to wrestle with why God allows such bad things to happen—even in the story.

If you are troubled by God allowing the death of Job’s children in this story you are exactly where the author wants you to be. That’s the point. You should be unsettled and provoked by all this. You are exactly where Job was—wondering how a good and just God could allow such things to happen. This challenges our preconceived ideas about God, just like those of Job and his friends.

We want God to act in predictable and self-evidently good ways, don’t we? God is supposed to act in the ways that we think a good God should act. But what do we do when he doesn’t? God himself admits in Job 2:3 that he was incited to ruin Job “without any reason.” Job was an innocent man; he was a godly man. There was no apparent justification—no reason based on any justice known to us—for God to have allowed Job to be ruined as he was. And this is exactly what the book is about. Can we hold on to God in faith, will we fear him, will we still worship him even when our treatment seems a mysterious travesty of justice?

“Does Job fear God for nothing?” Satan’s question is a taunt, a provocation, even an insult. For behind Satan’s question is not only the accusation that there is no such thing as a genuine believer—one who really worships God for who he is and not just for what they can get out of him. Though ostensibly a challenge to Job’s faith, this accusation is ultimately leveled at the credibility of God.22

First, it is an accusation that God has been wrong to bless Job as he has, because Job’s faith is not genuine anyway.

But even more, in this question we find the further implication that God himself is not really worthy of worship for his own sake rather than just for the good gifts he bestows. This statement is an assault on the intrinsic glory of God himself. God’s willingness to engage in this gambit with Satan is ultimately about that—God’s own glory. It’s not just that Job’s faith is on the line here. God’s own glory is at stake. In some mysterious way, Job’s worship of God in the face of his suffering will put God’s own worthiness on public display. We see a reflection of this in Peter’s words in the New Testament: “Now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. These have come so that the proven genuineness of your faith—of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire—may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed” (1 Pet 1:6-7).

The “praise, glory and honor” that rightly belongs to God is somehow demonstrated and displayed when the faith of God’s people is tested and found genuine. Such faith manifests the truth that God is worthy of worship. This is what the cynic can never understand, for the cynic denies the reality of a goodness that is unassailable, a beauty that cannot be spoiled, and a truth that stands forever. The cynic denies a God who is worthy of all praise, glory, and honor.

But that is just what the angelic chorus sings incessantly in heaven—“You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power” (Rev 4:11). But Satan, he never joins in. The question of this book is, Will Job? The question that it raises is, Will you?
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