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      Satan afflicts Job with painful sores, while Job’s wife weeps at his feet. The story of Job addresses the question of how a benevolent God can allow suffering to exist.
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            According to the Bible, Job was the wealthiest person of his time. “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).
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            Job was generous with his vast material possessions, sharing them with the poor and the sick, the orphans and the outcasts. According to Job 29, he never turned away travelers or beggars from his house without first feeding and clothing them.
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            Job also had great spiritual wealth. The Bible says, “This man was blameless and upright; he feared God and shunned evil” (Job 1:1). Job thanked God daily for all His blessings and honored His laws; in return, God protected Job from harm.


          

        




        

          	[image: images]



          	

            God allowed Satan to test Job’s faith. Job suffered tremendously—his children were killed in a storm, his flocks were destroyed, and he was inflicted with painful sores. His friends mocked him and encouraged him to curse God for his misfortunes. In this sense, Job’s is truly a riches-to-rags story.
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            Job refused to curse God. Even at his lowest point, Job still possessed richness in faith. The Bible says that Job continued to worship God despite his misfortunes, saying, “The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; may the name of the Lord be praised” (Job 1:20–21).
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            Although God blessed Job, Job was also human and showed pride in all that he had done with his wealth prior to his downfall. God admonished Job, who promptly said “I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes.” (Job 42:6)
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            Because Job humbled himself before God and repented, the Bible says that God blessed him even more than before Job was cursed. Job had 10 more children, and his flocks were double their initial size (Job 42:12). Job was wealthy both in faith and in earthly possessions.
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INTRODUCTION: WEALTH AND FAITH





  Many people believe strongly that great personal wealth is incompatible with deep religious belief—that like oil and water, the two cannot be mixed. Christians, in particular, often feel this way, recollecting Jesus Christ’s own teachings on wealth. “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal,” Jesus cautions during the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:19). In Luke 18:25, he declares, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God”—a sentiment repeated elsewhere in the Gospels.




  Yet in Judeo-Christian culture there is a long-standing tradition of material wealth as the manifestation of God’s blessing. This tradition is amply reflected in the books of the Hebrew Bible (or as Christians know them, the Old Testament). Genesis 13:2 says that the patriarch Abram (Abraham) “had become very wealthy in livestock and in silver and gold”; the Bible makes it clear that this prosperity is a gift from God. Other figures whose lives are chronicled in Genesis—including Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Noah, and Job—are described as both wealthy and righteous. The book of Deuteronomy expresses God’s promise of prosperity for those who obey his commandments:




  

    If you fully obey the Lord your God and carefully follow all his commands I give you today, the Lord your God will set you high above all the nations on earth. … The Lord will grant you abundant prosperity—in the fruit of your womb, the young of your livestock and the crops of your ground—in the land he swore to your forefathers to give you. (Deuteronomy 28:1, 11)


  




  A key requirement for this prosperity, however, is that God’s blessings must be used to help others. Deuteronomy 15:10–11 says, “Give generously … and do so without a grudging heart; then because of this the Lord your God will bless you in all your work and in everything you put your hand to.” The book of Proverbs—written during the time of Solomon, one of history’s wealthiest rulers—similarly presents wealth as a desirable blessing that can be obtained through hard work, wisdom, and following God’s laws. Proverbs 14:31 promises, “The faithless will be fully repaid for their ways, and the good man rewarded for his.”




  Numerous stories and folktales show the generosity of the patriarchs. According to Jewish legend, Job owned an inn at a crossroads, where he allowed travelers to eat and drink at no cost. When they offered to pay, he instead told them about God, explaining that he was simply a steward of the wealth that God had given to him and urging them to worship God, obey God’s commands, and receive their own blessings. A story about Abraham says that when he moved his flocks from one field to another, he would muzzle the animals so that they would not graze on a neighbor’s property.




  After the death of Solomon, however, the kingdom of Israel was divided and the people fell away from the commandments God had mandated. The later writings of the prophets, who are attempting to correct misbehavior, specifically address unethical acts committed to gain wealth. “You trample on the poor,” complained the prophet Amos. “You oppress the righteous and take bribes and you deprive the poor of justice in the courts” (Amos 5:11, 12). The prophet Isaiah insists, “Learn to do right! Seek justice, encourage the oppressed. … If you are willing and obedient, you will eat the best from the land; but if you resist and rebel, you will be devoured by the sword” (Isaiah 1:17, 19–20).




  Viewed in this light, the teachings of Jesus take on new meaning. Jesus does not condemn wealth; he condemns those who would allow the pursuit of wealth to come ahead of the proper relationship with God: “No one can serve two masters. … You cannot serve both God and money” (Matthew 6:24).




  Today, nearly everyone living in the Western world could be considered materially wealthier than the people of the Bible, who had no running water or electricity, lived in tents, walked when traveling long distances, and wore clothing handmade from animal skins. But we also live in an age when tabloid newspapers and trashy television programs avidly follow the misadventures of spoiled and selfish millionaire athletes and entertainers. In the mainstream news outlets, it is common to read or hear reports of corporate greed and malfeasance, or of corrupt politicians enriching themselves at the expense of their constituents. Often, the responsibility of the wealthy to those members of the community who are not as successful seems to have been forgotten.




  The purpose of the series MONEY AT ITS BEST: MILLIONAIRES OF THE BIBLE is to examine the lives of key figures from biblical history, showing how these people used their wealth or their powerful and privileged positions in order to make a difference in the lives of others.
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  The Spanish master Bartolome Esteban Murillo created this 17th-century painting of Job in despair. The lesson of the story of Job is to maintain faith in God even when God seems to deliver unjustified suffering.
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    OVERVIEW


  




  Job is possibly the most misunderstood person in biblical history, and his story has enraged, mystified, and comforted readers for centuries. The tale of a man who suffers great tragedy for no apparent reason, and yet continue to praise God—even in the midst of his suffering—demonstrates a faith that few people can testify to achieving.




  Scholars and critics continue to make attempts to understand the reasoning for Job’s suffering and God’s purpose for traumatizing his faithful servant. According to Susan E. Schreiner, “Job belongs to the West; his story has captivated the human imagination and has forced its readers to wrestle with the most painful realities of human existence.” But Job does not simply belong to the Western world; his plight is a universal one. His story is accessible to whoever reads it.
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  The chronicle of Job is explored in literature, art, and various religious texts in order to gain insight into the heavily enigmatic tale of a just man who is treated unfairly by the God he worships. Its puzzling nature crosses boundaries of genre, culture, and religion. A great deal of drama and controversy, history and myth, trauma and testimony are packed into the 42 biblical chapters that make up the book of Job.




  Much of what is known about Job is found in spiritual texts such as the Hebrew and Christian Bible, the Qur’an, and the Talmud. Many details of Job’s life remain ambiguous within those texts. What readers are given in the story is a snapshot into his life, a glimpse into his prosperity and an account of his suffering. As Steven J. Lawson asserts:




  

    Here is the inspired record of a man who [is] taken to the depths of despair and, by the grace of God, [comes] forth as gold. Here is encouragement for all saints who are facing extreme difficulty and despair. Contained in the account of Job is hope for all who trust God to patiently endure the storm-tossed trials of the soul.


  




  AUTHORSHIP OF THE BOOK OF JOB




  One issue concerning the story of Job is establishing the time period in which it was written. Definitive dating of the story depends on who wrote it; however, scholars have yet to authenticate the person behind the text.




  It is possible that Job writes the tale himself. He lives well over 100 years after his trial and therefore has plenty of time to pen the narrative. We can assume he tells the story often to those in the community who were witness to his seeming fall from grace—not as a cautionary tale, but as a story of God’s divine goodness. If Job was not the author, then anyone present at the scene of the drama may be dubbed the author. Due to the detailed retelling, it is also possible that one of Job’s friends wrote the narrative after Job was healed. “If so this would make Job the most ancient book in the Bible, predating the writing of the Pentateuch,” says Lawson.
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    Illustration of Moses, depicted here as the author of the first five books of the Bible: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. Some scholars believe that Moses may have written the Book of Job as well, because it depicts events that occurred during the Patriarchal period. Job may have been a contemporary of Abraham or his children, which would place his lifetime around 2100 B.C.E. The date of Moses’ life is uncertain, but many scholars believe he lived around 1500 B.C.E.


  




  Jewish tradition attributes authorship of the book of Job to Moses. If this is the case, the book of Job may have been written before the events of the Exodus occurred, possibly during the years Moses wandered in the desert as a shepherd.
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