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Job

While Genesis is the opening book of the Old Testament, it is likely that it is not the oldest. There is much evidence to support the idea that it is the book of Job that is the oldest in the canon. It appears much later than Genesis in our Bible because it begins a new group of books known as the Poetical Books. Up until this point, the books of the Old Testament have been records of Israel’s history. In contrast, the book of Job is a poetic writing that is concerned not so much with a historical record as it is a theme or a subject.

What is the subject of Job? That is a question that is not so easy to answer. It is clear that the book records the suffering of a righteous man named Job, but whether or not suffering is the ultimate subject of the book is not completely clear.

“In earlier days of dealing with the book, I described it as ‘The problem of pain.’ I think that may abide, but if it presents the problem of pain, it does not afford any solution of the problem. It is very difficult, and perhaps impossible, to crystallize into anything like a brief statement the purpose of the book.”

-G. Campbell Morgan

While putting an all-encompassing purpose label on the book of Job may be difficult, there is no denying that the book holds great value to those who are suffering. Though the ultimate question of suffering is not resolved in the book, the reader is still comforted by the reality of a God who is sovereign over suffering.

“…for the person who struggles and agonizes, the very blackness in the Bible is its gold. Just the presence in Scripture of a book so dark, chaotic, and thoroughly eccentric as Job should come as an immense comfort to any suffering believer. For the book says, in effect, ‘This is what faith is often like. Do not be surprised if you find yourself confused, doubting, afflicted, all but crushed. It does not mean you have lost favor with God.’”

-Mike Mason

There is much about Job that should be attractive to the student. There is a glimpse into the ancient world and its mindset. There is the interplay between Job and his family, his friends, and himself. Likewise, there is the lengthy “response” from the Almighty, and the insight into His creative and sustaining work.

In this survey of Job, however, we will limit our study to the crisis in Job’s life and the implications it has on the issue of suffering in our lives. Notice first of all, we learn from Job that:

I. THE PROCESS OF SUFFERING IS NEVER RANDOM

In the opening chapter of Job, we are introduced to the central human character, and then quickly the scene shifts from earth to heaven. Beginning in verse six, there is the record of an exchange that went on between God and Satan.

Satan asked God in verse 9, “Doth Job fear God for nought?” Unbeknown to Job, this conversation marked the beginning of an ordeal that would take him to the depths of grief and despair.

One thing that is immediately clear in the story of Job is that God was neither unaware nor detached from the suffering His servant endured. By observing God’s connection to Job’s sufferings we are reminded that:


A. God is informed of our sufferings

While the Bible records that “In all this Job sinned not, nor charged God foolishly (1:22)”, there is no shortage of Job voicing his complaint about the plight of his life. In 7:11, Job says, “Therefore I will not refrain my mouth; I will speak in the anguish of my spirit; I will complain in the bitterness of my soul.”

Though Job complained to God about his condition, he in no way told God something that He did not know. God had set the parameters of Job’s suffering, and knew all along what His servant was battling.

The book of Job dispels the notion that God is aloof to human suffering. Suffering is never random because God is informed and aware of all suffering.

The process of suffering is never random, not only because God is informed of our sufferings, but even more so because:


B. God is involved in our sufferings

Though chapter one records that it was Satan who touched Job’s family and body, that touch would not have been possible were it not for God’s permission. Though it is a difficult thing for many to grasp, there is no denying that God was involved (and some would say complicit) in Job’s sufferings.

In an effort to deal with the issue of suffering, some have created a god that has no connection to suffering and is unable to combat it, and is always against any sort of pain or problem in the life of humanity. In contradiction to that pseudo-deity is the God that is revealed in Job. The God of Job is not only clearly connected with suffering, but also seems to employ suffering for His own purposes.

When suffering enters the life of one of God’s children, they need not feel as if God has somehow “dropped the ball” when it comes to their life. Though suffering is not pleasing, the book of Job assures us that it is providential.

In Job we learn not only that the process of suffering is never random, but we learn also that:

II. THE PURPOSE OF SUFFERING IS RARELY REVEALED

Many who have studied the book of Job have wondered why a book so full of suffering in no place and at no time gives an answer as to the full meaning of suffering.

Though God does eventually speak to Job, He does not give him a “why” in regard to the death of his family, the loss of his property, and the destruction of his health. The book of Job reminds us that the “why” of suffering is many times obscure and often completely unknown. 

Notice a couple of things about the often hidden purpose of suffering. Notice first of all that:


A. Human explanations are weak

Much of the contents of the book of Job consist of conversations between Job and his friends, Eliphaz, Bildad, Zophar, and later, Elihu. These four men all offered to Job their perspective on the possible explanation and remedy of his suffering. However, at the end of the book, God indicts their theology by saying to them, “…ye have not spoken of me the thing that is right (42:7)…”

The speculations of men about the dealings of God are like a blind man’s descriptions of a rainbow, or a deaf man’s opinion of the symphony. Human explanations of suffering and of God’s will are very often weak and flawed.

“…we have a group of patriarchal wiseacres theorizing and dogmatizing from incomplete premises and deficient data. They knew nothing about the counsels of heaven which had preceded Job’s trial; and they knew nothing about the coming epilogue of compensation. They were philosophizing in the dark.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

When we realize that the purpose of suffering is rarely revealed, we learn from Job not only that human explanations are weak, but we learn also that:


B. Heavenly explanations must wait

Though Job sought God for an explanation of his trials, his answer never came. God spoke to him in the thunderous, glorious, and copious language, but He never once told Job His purpose for the suffering He had allowed. Job died never knowing why a loving God had allowed him to hurt.

One clear lesson that comes from Job is that if we ever get an answer from God with regard to our sufferings, it will not be in this life, in these mortal bodies. God does not owe us an explanation, and were He to give it, it is likely that we could not appreciate it until we stood in His presence and shared His ineffable image.

In Job, we see that the process of suffering is never random, and that the purpose of suffering is rarely revealed. Notice also thirdly that:

III. THE PLAN OF SUFFERING IS ALWAYS RIGHT

Though Job was never apprised of the full meaning and purpose for his trials, in the end he was assured that all of God’s dealings with Him were right and that in the heart and mind of God there was a purpose, and that purpose was good.

“Behind all the suffering of the godly is a high purpose of God, and beyond it all is an ‘afterwards’ of glorious enrichment.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

The book of Job assures us that though we may not know the aim and objective of suffering in our lives, there is a point and a plan behind our pain, and that plan is a right one. We are assured of this truth because of:


A. The character of God

Beginning in chapter 38, the God who had operated silently in the background of Job’s life suddenly steps forward and begins to speak to His bewildered servant. What follows is a condescending, intimidating, overwhelming challenge from God to Job. 

God compares His creative power, infinite knowledge, and eternal control to the fleeting, few, and feeble abilities of Job. By the end of the Lord’s speech, Job puts his hand over his mouth, and vows to never question God again.

All of this was done, not to demean Job, but to reveal to Him the surpassing character and nature of the God who controlled His life. With vivid and forceful language, God essentially said to Job, “Do you really think I could ever make a mistake with the details of your life?”

Though we may not understand the suffering of our lives, we can rely on the sovereignty of an almighty God!

The plan of suffering is always right, not only because of the character of God, but also because of:


B. The claims of God

Though it was not explicitly said to Job, the plan and point of his sufferings had to be right and good, or otherwise, God would have been a liar. God had revealed himself as a just and righteous God. To have played games with Job, and to have brought him suffering without a cause would have made God something less than holy.

The story of Job assures our heart that though we may be distressed at times, we need not doubt the goodness of God. He has revealed Himself as a righteous, just, and good God, and has promised an end of good to those who love Him. Temporary suffering does not erase the eternal claims of God.

“We, too, try to understand our suffering, thinking that we can somehow alleviate the pain by comprehending it.”
 Job teaches us that the real relief from suffering is not to understand the suffering itself, but to understand God. If pain pushes us to Him, then that is a sufficient reason for all of our sufferings.

“There is no answer to Job till we find it in Jesus. But we find an answer to every such cry of Job in Jesus.”
 Ultimately, all suffering should draw us to the One who suffered for us and in our stead. The question of pain and suffering is either silenced or solved in the presence of Jesus.
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