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Story of Job: non Israelite!  Righteous, blameless man; rich, family, everything he wants.  The story opens at the heavenly council where God points him out to Satan (or ‘the accuser’ – the one who stands in the role of prosecutor in God’s court – it may or may not be an actual named individual, as we understand it, in this book).  God is proud of him, ‘Look at this man, he is so good.’  Satan responds, ‘Well, obviously, you’ve given him so much, of course he’s going to love you.’
So God allows Satan to take away everything Job has – his cattle and camels are stolen, his sheep  are burned by fire from the sky and his servants and his children are killed.  But Job recognises that everything he had, was given to him by God, and he couldn’t then complain if God took it away; he praises God anyway.
God points him out to Satan again: ‘See, he’s lost everything but he still praises me.’  Satan responds, ‘he’s still healthy.’  So God allows Satan to afflict him with painful sores all over his body.  But Job still refuses to curse God, even when urged to do so by his wife (who, I hasten to point out, has also lost everything – but she kind of gets overlooked in this story!)
Three of Job’s friends appear, to comfort him.  They see all the trouble he has had and go to him.  And they spend 7 days and 7 nights just sitting with him in silence and mourning for his suffering.
The book of Job goes into a huge segment of poetry, as Job speaks to his friends and his friends reply.  The dialogue goes back and forth between Job and these three friends, beginning with Job expressing his distress, wishing he had never been born, longing for death to give him some peace, and coming later on to him crying out to God for answers. The friends, meanwhile, think that Job must have done something wrong to deserve what is happening to him, and spend their energy trying to get him to repent.  However much Job protests his innocence, and argues that he is being treated unfairly, his friends get more and more adamant that God punishes the wicked and rewards the good.  Therefore, Job must be wicked.
You really have to read it, but I can’t read 40 chapters in a single service!  But as you read through these speeches, you might see that although the friends start out by trying to be helpful – even their assessment of this as God’s judgement has a motivation of ‘come on Job, repent of whatever you have done and it will go back to being ok’ – by the end of the book they are getting totally frustrated with Job’s refusal to listen and more and more determined to defend their own point of view.
In the final round of speeches, the first of his friends flat out accuses Job of crimes and a sinful life which have drawn these disasters upon him.  “You have done this, this and this…” even though he hasn’t.  Job again seeks God, seeks vindication from him that he is innocent, even though he doesn’t understand what God is doing.  He claims God has denied him justice, but he will never admit that his friends are right.  He longs for the days of God’s presence and friendship and blessing, when he could help others rather than being the one needing help – and now the lowest of the low mock him.  He asks why God does not answer his cries (30:20ff); restates his innocence; and calls for God to tell him what he has done wrong.
Then a fourth person steps in.  He was angry with Job for trying to justify himself rather than God, and angry with the friends for failing to defeat Job’s arguments.  He has listened to everything that has been said, and tries to speak rationally.  Job has claimed to be without sin, and enduring God’s enmity for no reason.  But God is greater, God does respond even if not in human words; speaking to discipline people through nightmares, voices, pain and trouble.  He claims that Job associates with evildoers; that God cannot do wrong and always acts justly because he knows every deed.  Job is rebellious and scornful against God, but God himself is great and mighty and will not respond to the arrogant.
But then God himself does speak, out of a storm.  And it is his turn to question Job: He speaks of all the wonders of creation, all the intricacies that he knows and Job does not, all the things he has done – would Job still challenge him?  But Job recognises his unworthiness, and refuses to speak.  But God continues: “Would you discredit my justice?  Would you condemn me to justify yourself?” (40:8) – if you have the power, you make it all right, crush the wicked, humble the proud – and I will admit you can save yourself.  God speaks of his wonders, his ownership of everything under heaven – no one has a claim on him that he must pay.  His power and might are demonstrated in his creation.
And Job gives in.  “Surely I spoke of things I did not understand, things too wonderful for me to know.” (42:3) and he repents.  God finally gives Job the vindication he has been looking for, telling the three friends that Job spoke more truthfully than they.  He called the friends to sacrifice, and Job to pray for them.  And he blessed Job even more greatly than he had at first.

2140 Where oh where’s your presence O God?


I was writing this sermon the day after breaking up with my boyfriend.  The pain is real, especially coming on top of my grief at losing Tony.  I feel a bit of empathy with Job.  Life is hard, right?  
Life has always been hard.  The question of, ‘why do people suffer?’ is an age-old question.  And we see that in the wisdom books of the Bible – of which Job is the first. There were groups of scholars in ancient Israel whose job it was to preserve wisdom and teaching, to learn from their own and surrounding cultures and pass on that wisdom to the nation.  These are the sorts of questions they would consider, among others – questions of life, of practicality and action.  They considered life from the point of view of God, and both God and life are at the centre of their understanding and the centre of these books.  So they are written in a way that is universal – not specific to the Jews, but applicable to life in all nations and all contexts, including our own.
So we find Job; a non-Israelite from the land of Edom, in an unspecified time – ‘long ago and far away,’ we might say.  The book of Job is not usually seen as a literal history.  We don’t need to get too hung up on the rights and wrongs of Job’s trials, on how God could take the lives of Job’s children in order to teach Satan a lesson, or on whether later-born children can really make up for earlier losses.  This is a story.  But it is a story with a purpose, and a message.
In this story the writer is struggling with that question.  Why do people suffer?  Why is it that some people go through life with everything going well, while others seem to endure difficulty upon difficulty?  Where is the justice of God?  And in wrestling with the question, the writer uses the poetry of the friends of Job, of Job himself, and of God, to explore common thinking and further possibilities.
The accepted understanding at that time was that bad things happened to bad people, and good things happened to good people.  The friends say “Everybody knows this is true.” You don’t even need to think about it.  If you read Proverbs, for example, another of the wisdom books, it is full of the suggestion that if you do right, you will be blessed, but if you do wrong you will endure difficulty.  And intuitively we want that to be true, don’t we?  But from our experience, we know that is not always true.  The writer of Job knew that too.  
Job argues that the wicked don’t always get what they deserve, and sometimes good people suffer.  How do we explain that away?  How do we defend the justice of God in the light of that?  It’s a huge question, and I can’t do it justice here.  But I just want to look at a few of the ways the writer of Job approaches it.
Ppt 1
Firstly, it is possible that there is something going on that we just do not know about.  The back-story of the heavenly council was never revealed to Job or his friends.  They never found out that Job was a target for the accuser because of God’s pleasure rather than his wrath.  Righteousness has a habit of calling forth opposition, heavenly or earthly.  Jesus said the one who would follow him must ‘take up his cross’ – suffering that comes, not from the natural order of things but specifically because of following him.  There is an enemy who wants to stop us from being and doing all God has called us to be and do.  And that can cause suffering.
Secondly, we remember Job’s words, “The Lord has given and the Lord has taken away.  The name of the Lord is to be praised.”  “Shall we accept good from the Lord, and not trouble?”  Again, the accepted wisdom of the time was that every single event was a direct result of God’s action.  If something happened, it was because God had directly decided to do it.  We might want to challenge that today – the writer of Job wanted to challenge that, because he made it clear that the trouble was caused by Satan, even though God permitted it.  But if we hold all we have as a gift from God, perhaps there is a case for arguing that he is entitled to take it away again. If Tony, if my boyfriend, - if my job, my car, my health even - were not mine to hold but on loan from God, given to me for a time, a season, a purpose, can I still praise him when he says, “Time’s up now.”?  It is difficult.  But maybe sometimes this is what has to be done.
Thirdly, the ‘wisdom’ of Job’s friends.  The accepted understanding that we spoke of – that God rewards the good and punishes the wicked.  We can, and do, and should, take this book as a refutation of that.  That is not always what happens.  But that’s not to say it is never true.  And this is the brilliance of a book like this, which doesn’t give us easy answers but explores around the question.  It shows different options.  And in some cases, perhaps it is true.  In some cases we are rewarded for doing good.  In some cases we do have to suffer for the consequences of our own actions and decisions.  I will tell you now, there were times in my relationship with my boyfriend that I really felt God saying, “This is not right for you.” I ignored it, or at least tried to reason it away.  Tried to persuade God (and myself) that it was right really.  But perhaps if I’d listened to that voice a few months ago I would have been saved so much pain today.  I’m not saying I was wicked, or that God is punishing me for not listening to him – but I failed to heed the warning he would have given me, I chose to go along a different path to where he wanted, and the result is my own suffering.
Now, one aspect of this ‘punishment’, and the aspect the friends were keen to point out, was that no one can be perfectly innocent and perfectly righteous before God.  And that is tempting to say, isn’t it?  After all, Paul says, “All have sinned and fallen short”.  It is true.  So aside from the fact that God held Job blameless, the chances are if someone is suffering they have probably done something wrong at some point.  That’s an easy way to justify God, we might think.  It’s the way Job’s friends took.  You must have done something.  The problem is, everyone has done something.  We can’t justify someone’s suffering on the basis of their sin when we know full well that others (including us!) have done as much or even more and are not suffering in the same way.  In their eagerness to make the point that God is just, Job’s friends are willing to sacrifice the comfort, integrity and reputation of their friend.  We have no right to make that call.
A related suggestion would be that of discipline.  “The Lord disciplines those he loves” (Prov 3:12, Heb 12).  Hebrews suggests that this discipline is beneficial, producing a harvest of righteousness.  Paul speaks of the joy of suffering – in Romans 5:3-4 he says “Not only so, but we also glory in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; 4 perseverance, character; and character, hope.”  James 1:2-3 “2 Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters,[a] whenever you face trials of many kinds, 3 because you know that the testing of your faith produces perseverance.” There are situations in which suffering can help us to grow.  But again, not every situation, not every type of suffering is sent by God for that purpose.
I could make other arguments.  At other times, there are other reasons behind our difficulties.  We live in an imperfect, fallen world, corrupted by sin.  But today’s service is on the book of Job, and we kind of grind to a halt.  Because the question of why people suffer, all in all, remains unanswered.  We will come back to God’s response in a moment.
But first, let’s look at Job.  (ppt 2) Job has been on a real rollercoaster of emotion.  He’s obviously gone through (or going through) a lot, with all the terrible things that have happened to him.  The reactions of his friends, insisting that he has done something wrong, insisting on winning the argument and justifying God at all costs, have really been the last thing that he needed.  We’ve gone off Satan’s involvement by this point, but it reminds me of a phrase from a Terry Pratchett book where a demon is trying to find new ways of torturing humans, and ends up saying “nothing he could think up was half as bad as the stuff they thought up themselves”.  This mental pain of the disbelief of his friends is the final trial for Job, and it is actually this as much as the anguish caused by physical pain and grief, that he is calling out against.  
In the beginning, Job wishes he has never been born, or he wants to die.  He doesn’t seem to have been actually suicidal (although that might explain why his friends felt the need to sit with him all the time) but he sees no hope for the future, no way out.  He follows the example of his friends and the example we might hear every day, by asking “Why me?  What have I done to deserve this?”  
As he responds to his friends, though, he recognises that he is innocent and sees himself being treated as guilty – not just by them, but by God.  This is the way God is meant to deal with wicked people, not with innocent ones like me.  The friends are determined to prove God’s justice, by putting Job on trial and declaring him guilty.  Job, on the other hand, longs for God to vindicate him, to recognise that Job has done nothing wrong.  He wants his day in court – not in front of his friends, but in front of God.  He wants God to hear his case, to acknowledge the unfairness of what has happened to him. 
The rollercoaster of emotion doesn’t make this straightforward.  At times, Job will ask for a mediator to stand between him and God (9:33-34), to stop God from destroying him and to approach God on his behalf, even with a ransom to stop God’s infliction of suffering.  He expresses trust that there will be a witness, advocate and intercessor in heaven pleading for him with God (16:19-20).  At other times, Job determines to approach God directly, to get answers, even if it costs him his life.  “Though he slay me, yet will I hope in him” (13:15) – so he demands an explanation from God.  There is nowhere else to go, nothing else to do.  At times, he expresses total faith; and he asks for his words to be recorded: “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand upon the earth.  And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God.” (19:25-26).  But at other times he asks why God does not answer.  
Job’s rollercoaster makes him very relatable.  He isn’t this perfect man who submits to God and accepts whatever is thrown at him.  He doesn’t follow a smooth path in his way through grief and pain and difficulty.  He doesn’t gradually come to new understanding or a better way of dealing with things.  He does what we all do – has highs and lows, doubts and faith, anger and pain and resentment.  Goes back over the same ground over and over again, from anger to faith and back and forth. 
He does not try to get involved in debates about God – what he is concerned about is what is happening in his own life.  He isn’t there for an argument about God’s justice, he just wants his pain to stop.  Never mind vindicating God, Job wants God to vindicate him.
And God does.  God never does answer the question of why he allowed Job to suffer.  He never does prove that he is just and righteous.  Is this something we can even expect from him?  Should we think God will try to prove his character to us?  His response is, “I am God.”  His ways, his choices, are beyond our understanding.  Confronted with the might of God himself, granted the audience he has asked for, Job has nothing to say.  Having made his point, that neither Job nor his friends is capable of understanding the workings of creation or the ways of God; that creation contains much that is difficult and dangerous yet is ‘fearfully and wonderfully made’ – God leads Job to repentance.  And then he does vindicate him before his friends; Job was right, they were wrong.  
Job wanted his day in God’s court; his argument: life is not fair.  And in that, Job prevails.  No, life is not fair.  The book of Job teaches us that what happens to us is not always because God desires it, or because we deserve it.  Good or bad.  And Jesus reinforces that teaching too, on both sides, when he says that those killed by a tower falling on them were no more evil than others, and when he tells the parable of the workers in the vineyard who all received the same pay for different hours of work.  Contrary to what we would like to think, people don’t always get what they deserve.  There is no simple answer to the question of why a specific instance of suffering occurs.  Job was not only blameless as the cause of his suffering, but was also to be commended for his integrity during his suffering; his refusal to make excuses or give in; his refusal to turn against God.  
So what can we learn from the book of Job?  (ppt 3) Firstly, we need to learn that we can be wrong.  Even those things that ‘everybody knows’, those answers we accept without thinking, can be wrong.  We need to be really careful especially when it comes to reading the Bible, that we don’t take a certain verse or a certain portion of teaching and use it as a universal lesson.  That’s partly why we are doing this series with the books, because it is so easy to accept the teaching of, say Proverbs, that the good prosper and the wicked are punished, while ignoring the teaching of Job (and elsewhere) that that is not always the case.  The teaching of the Bible often tells us generalities, ‘this is usually how it works’, or where it is specific it is often specific to a certain context ‘this is how it worked at that time for those people’.  We need to be careful about assuming that there is a single, simple answer to how things work every time for every person and every situation.
Secondly, on a more specific level, we learn that suffering can be a part of our life for many reasons; there is no simple answer – either to our own troubles or to that of others.  We need to be aware of that, and to accept that if we go looking for an answer it may well be different for different circumstances and different people.  When people around us are suffering it is not for us to give them answers, not for us to tell them what God is doing as if we could know and understand it all.  
Thirdly, we can learn that when we experience suffering, we must remain faithful.  Hold on to what we know, trust in God.  It may be that good will come from that suffering, it may be that we can grow and learn, it may be that we will receive recompense in the future.  Trust that even if we can’t see it, there is hope.  Look to God.  Look at the wonders of his creation, the power and glory of who he is and what he has done.  And for us, in these post-New Testament days, look at the love he has shown us in Christ Jesus.  
Jesus who, himself, endured tremendous suffering.  Whose friends let him down.  Who was accused of sin, although he was sinless.  Who endured physical pain on the cross, and who cried out to God, “Where are you?”  If ever we thought suffering was God’s punishment, if ever we thought God doesn’t care, if ever we thought we only get what we deserve, the cross belies those thoughts.  
In the words of Isaiah Jesus echoes the experience of Job, but on our behalf.
He was despised and rejected by mankind,
    a man of suffering, and familiar with pain.
Like one from whom people hide their faces
    he was despised, and we held him in low esteem.
4 Surely he took up our pain
    and bore our suffering,
yet we considered him punished by God,
    stricken by him, and afflicted.
5 But he was pierced for our transgressions,
    he was crushed for our iniquities;
the punishment that brought us peace was on him,
    and by his wounds we are healed.

The story of the suffering of Job, and the story of the suffering of Jesus, both end on a note of hope.  Job receives vindication by God’s words, and is given from God’s grace more blessings than ever.  Jesus is vindicated by the resurrection – put to death for claiming to be God and raised to prove it was true, raised to live and reign.  And in our suffering, too, we can find hope.  Hope during suffering, in the strength of the Holy Spirit and the fellowship of Jesus, who has been through it.  Hope in the mediation of Jesus that Job once called for, standing between us and the Father to plead our case and hold our prayers.  And hope of life after suffering, hope of restoration and blessing, hope of a future, hope of resurrection and life eternal in a new creation where there is no grief or pain.
Let us pray.
Lord, we start by acknowledging that you are God.  We do not always understand your ways, but we trust in you.  When we experience difficulty and pain in our lives, would you give us grace and strength.  Would you help us to trust when things are going on that we do not understand.  Would you help us to accept when you withdraw the blessings you have freely given to us in the past.  Would you show us if we are at fault, and need to repent.  Would you teach us the lessons you would have us learn.  And would you help us always to look to you, in the power and wonder of creation and the love and suffering of the cross, and find peace.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

Our final hymn speaks of our life as a pilgrimage and our need to follow God, whatever troubles we face.
174 He who would valiant be

May God bless you and keep you.  May he make his face shine upon you and be gracious to you.  May he turn his face toward you and give you peace.

