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God, Job and The Enigma of Suffering 

A Deeper Understanding of the Cross 
The Way We Argue with Friends 
Job 33:1 “Hear now, Job, my speech, Give ear to my every word.  2 I open my mouth; my tongue forms words on my palate.  3 words are from an upright heart, my lips utter knowledge in purity.  4 God’s spirit made me, Shaddai’s breath gives me life.  5 If you are able, answer me; prepare, take your stand before me.  6 By God, I am just like you.  I, too, was nipped from clay.  7 My terror should not dismay you, nor my hand be heavy on you.  8 You have said in my hearing, I heard the very words,  9 ‘I am pure and sinless, innocent, and without guilt.  10 But he finds pretexts against me and counts me as his enemy,  11 Puts my feet in stocks, watches my every step.’ 
12 You are not right in this, I tell you, for God is greater than man.  13 Why do you charge him that he answers none of your words?  14 God may speak in one way or another, and one not perceive it.  15 In a dream, a vision of the night, when slumber falls on men, as they sleep upon their bed,  16 Then he opens men’s ears, terrifies them with warning  17 to deter man from evil, to keep man from pride,  18 to spare his soul from the Pit, his life from crossing the Channel;  19 Or one may be chastened on a bed of pain, with ceaseless agony in his bones, 20 till his soul loathes food, his appetite, choice dishes.  21 His flesh wastes from sight, and his bare bones are seen.  22 His soul draws near the Pit, his life to waters of Death. 
23 Unless he have by him an angel, a spokesman, one out of the thousand, to tell of the man’s uprightness, 24 to have pity on him and say, ‘Spare him from going down to the Pit, I have found him a ransom.’  25 His flesh becomes plump as a boy’s, he returns to the days of his youth.  26 He prays to God and he accepts him, he sees his face with joy.  He announces to men his salvation,  27 He sings before men and says, ‘I sinned and perverted the right, yet, he did not fully requite me.  28 He saved my soul from the Pit, And my life sees the light.’  29 All these things God does, twice or thrice over with a man,  30 to turn back his soul from the Pit, to light him with the light of life.  31 Heed me, Job, listen to me.  Be silent and I will speak.  32 If you have something to say, answer me; Speak, I want you to show your righteousness.  33 And if not, then listen to me; be silent, let me teach you wisdom.”

Notes on the text (by verse)
(verse) 1. In the dialogues Job’s friends never address Job by name.  This greater familiarity on the part of Elihu is a sign of closer ties between Job and Elihu than between Job and the three friends. 

3. Literally “Uprightness of heart are my words” (cf. Job 6:25; Deut 9:5; Ps 119:7; I Chron 29:17).  This is a form of speech which is designed to prepare the listener for something solemn.    

4. Elihu apparently means to suggest that he has the charismatic gift of divine wisdom which was deficient in his elders who were unable to confute (conclusively refute) Job successfully.

5. Prepare. The unexpressed object may be either “words,” as in 32:14, or “a legal case,” as in 13:18, or “battle array,” as is most frequently the case.   Take your stand.  In a military sense, 1 Sam 17:16; 2 Sam 23:12.

6. By God.  Literally “to God” (lã’ël).  Most interpreters have understood the meaning to be “I (belong) like you to God.”  The emendation to lô’ ‘el, “Behold, I, like you, am not God,” is worthy of consideration.  It seems best, however, to understand “to God” here in a sense similar to that in Jonah 3:3, “Now Nineveh was a great city to God,” or as one would say in modern colloquial speech, “a hell of a big city.” This use of the divine name finds its most natural explanation in the oath, as the modern Arabs say wallãhi, “by God.”
6 nipped.  Elihu means only to assure Job that he, Elihu, is merely a mortal whom Job need not fear.  Creation from clay echoes the account of Genesis.

7. Elihu alludes to Job’s charges that God intimidates him with violence and terror (9:34 and 13:21).  Elihu tries to deprive Job that this charge cannot be made in the present because both of them are mere mortal. My hand is attested in Aramaic and the verb is used in Prov 16:26 and Ecclesiasticus 46:5, 16. The use of the hand is a symbolic way of saying “my power.”
8. The very words. Literally “a sound of words.” which means the contents or the meanings 

9. This verse in important.  Compare Job 9:21, 10:7, 16:17, 23:11.  Elihu’s quotations are substantially correct, but there is an unfair twist.  Job has admitted minor human failings (cf. 7:21, 13:26).  The point of Job’s complaint is that he never committed sins grave enough to merit such drastic punishment.

10. Elihu apparently has in mind passages such as 13:24, 19:6, 11, where Job is protesting that God is trying to find evil or sins in him.
 12.  God is greater than man.  Job certainly had not denied this.  Indeed, Job had extolled God’s power in some of the most magnificent hymns in Scripture (cf. 5:9-16, 9:1-13, 12:13-25).  If Elihu’s point is that because God is mightier, man cannot argue with him (cf. Eccles 6:10), Job had already said this very forcefully in 9:14-20, 30 and 13:13-16.  This is almost like saying, “shut up.”
13. Job in complaining that God gives him no answer (cf. 23:5) speaks for any and every man who asks and receives no answer.

14. Elihu adds the qualification, since Job had apparently failed to recognize the divine word. 

15-16. Elihu expresses the common understanding of dreams in the Bible that they may be a communication from the divine usually veiled and requiring interpretation (compare Gen 41:11-12; Num 12:6; Judges 7:13, 15;  Dan 2:5, 12).  Elihu refers specifically to dreams intended as warnings and deterrents from sin.  For more on warning dreams, see Genesis 20:3, 31:24; Daniel 4; and in the NT Matthew 2:13; 27:19.  On the terrifying aspect of dreams, Job 4: 12-15; 7:14.  A critical attitude toward dreams and dreamers is defined in the Law (Deut 13:1-5; Jer 23:28).

16. The expression “uncover the ear” or “open the ear” is used always of conveying information of vital concern to a person (1 Sam 9:15; 20:2, 12; 22:8, 17; 2 Sam 7:27; Job 36:10, 15.

18. Channel is certainly part of the underworld and is a common name for crossing to the Pit or Sheol. 

20. Like the rest of the OT the word soul means “life” in the sense of “appetite,” as in Job 36: 39; Psalm 107:17.

Are we superior to others and can our superiority establish truth?


Elihu turns from his dismissal of the friends for their inability to establish a case against Job to make what he evidently regards as a conclusive critique of Job’s arguments with an evenhandedness that goes some way to justify his earlier promise that he will not favor either side.


The argument takes this form:

1. Elihu now acts as though he had been appointed as arbitrator in the case of Job versus God, calling on Job to prepare his case which he had already done (13:8; 23:4), to take his place in court (v. 5) and to pay attention to him when he speaks (vv. 31, 33).

2.  Elihu assumes that Job has no more to contribute to the dialogue.  He has the wisdom from which Job can learn.  Like many of our young preachers after pretending in 32:6 that he had at first been hesitant to address his elders, he now kindly assures Job that he need not be afraid of him!  As if he is saying, “I am right.”

3. In vv. 1-7 Elihu is concerned to establish his superior status. “Now” in v. 1 indicates a change of the person addressed, specifically named as Job.  The combination of the word-pair “hear” and “listen” is found else where in forensic discourse; if this is an allusion to Isaiah 1:2 it is an indication that Elihu is, as it were, “playing little god.”  Verse 2 is in fact the formal announcement of an intention to make an important speech, and it also serves as a claim to impartiality.  In v. 4 Elihu harks back to his earlier statement in 32:8, justifying his claim to speak with special knowledge.  There may even be a suggestion here that he is the very voice of Wisdom herself (cf. Proverbs 8, especially vv. 7-8).

4. Although Elihu says that he is a mere mortal and not God, it implies that Job might have thought otherwise!  It is actually a covert claim that Elihu, though not actually God, is fully authorized to speak on behalf of God.
Abba Philemon on discerning false teaching
“Do not listen to those who put forward any teaching which is designed to promote condemnation without any reference to forgiveness.  A false teacher is that one who leans on any argument to fortify his authority.  You can discern this from the form of words used in the discourse itself.  Threats, waving the fire of hell, planting fear, demanding submission and the absence of love are all signs which indicate and point to a false teacher.”

Third dialogue with George  

5. Now (vv. 8-11) Elihu, who can claim to have been present during the debate with the friends and so had actually heard Job speak, purports to quote Job’s actual words in which he had   claimed to be totally without sin.  In these “quotations” there is a mixture of truth and distortion.  Job had, in fact, complained (10:6) that God had found pretexts in order to find him guilty as Elihu alleges in v. 10; and  Elihu does quote words that Job has spoken virtually word for word (13:24, 27).  However, his most damaging accusation (v. 9) that Job had claimed to be sinless completely distorts the facts.  Job had never claimed to be morally clean; “zak” in Hebrew is the same as in old Arabic though he had once said (16:17) that his prayer was “clean.”  In making this accusation, Elihu is simply joining Zophar, who had said that Job claimed to be “clean” (11:4).  Nor had Job claimed to be without sin, pure or free from iniquity.  His words, addressed to God in 10:6, were, “You seek out my iniquity and hunt down my sin although you know that I am not guilty.”  But this plea of “not guilty” is not the same claim as to be sinless: Job was doing no more than to claim that in this instance, that is, with regard to the particular sins of which God appeared to have accused him, he was not guilty.  So Elihu begins his “examination” of Job’s conduct by deliberately distorting his words.

Abba Philemon on criticizing others
“If you have a delight in pointing to the others their shortcomings or their sins, be sure that you have taken the role of the devil who is called the accuser.  But if the sins of others cause you pain then be sure that the divine love is in your heart.  If you have the desire to correct your friends let that be without any sense of superiority.”

Third Dialogue with George 


6. In vv. 12-13 Elihu begins his argument.  Job is mistaken, and he will put him right.  Job’s claim to be guiltless and his complaint that God is hostile to him are the primary issues, but Elihu first takes up another complaint of Job’s.  For example, in 23:3-5; 30:20, that God refuses to answer him.  Bringing forward the undisputed fact that human beings cannot pit their puny strength against an all-powerful God (v. 12b), Elihu declares that the desire to expect a face-to-face encounter with God is futile: no one can expect God to reply to everything that human beings choose to say to him.  Here we may say that v. 13 reflects Elihu’s own opinion, not Job’s (the Hebrew text does not indicate otherwise).  But in vv. 14-15, he qualifies this statement by saying that God nevertheless has other mysterious ways of addressing human beings of which they may be unaware.  Such divine communications, Elihu says, occur in dreams and visions of the night when one is asleep.  Elihu does not actually claim to have had such an experience himself, although he does claim some kind of divine inspiration in v. 33:4, and he speaks of God as a teacher from whom he had presumably received instruction (36:9-12).  Earlier in the book, Eliphaz (4:13-17) relates a similar experience; and in v. 15 here, Elihu actually quotes 4:13 verbatim.  Similar experiences in the OT are related of Samuel (1 Sam. 3:4-18) and Solomon (1 Kings 3.5-15); in those two cases the setting was a temple in which the recipients of the message were spending the night. “Once, twice” (cf. also ‘twice, three times’ in v. 29) is an example of a “numerical saying” in which the higher number is the operative one (cf. Amos 1:3-2.6; Ps. 62:11).  Here the intention is to assert that God emphasizes his messages by repeating them or that he is not deterred by the recipient’s failure to recognize them in the first instance.  In the same verse the verb “to perceive” probably implies the ability to recognize a divine communication, as in the case of the seer Balaam in Numbers 23:9 and 24:17.
Discerning our Dreams 

(Abbot Sophronius, On Discernment, translated by G Bebawi)
1. A dream from God must be tested by the commandments of God declared in the Scriptures.  If any dream contradicts any of the commandments, it contradicts the word of God therefore it cannot be from God.

2. A vision which incites us to commit evil is not from God.  So also any inner voice which oppresses is not from God.  The Holy Spirit convicts but gives hope in God’s love and in his mercy.

3. A dream which incites us to destroy for the sake of destruction and does not demand or inspire us to build what is good is not from God and must be pushed aside.

4. Whenever there are hatred, fear, seduction, and oppression while love and forgiveness are absent be sure that what you hear or see is not from God.  

5. If what you see or hear brings judgment, divisions, and waters pride to make it grow up, this is not from God who emptied himself and took the form of a slave to teach us both love and truth. 

6. In every matter, seek the divine Spring of Healing that is the Cross of our Lord Jesus Christ which is the mark of his royal love and the seal of peace.  If you cannot see how this seal of royal love and of peace is present but is absent reject all you see and hear.

7. In every way and for the sake of Jesus Christ who came to save us, save yourself before you save others and let your salvation not become the second goal but let it be always the first goal through which you seek the salvation of others. 

8. Flee from pride because it is the poison of eternal death and whatever you know, see or hear, if it works to erode your love for the Lord, cast all out.

9. Truth was crucified by love and love was crucified to show us that there is no truth without love.  Seek truth and love in everything and you will remain the true disciple of Jesus Christ who came to institute truth and love as the two feet of his grace.  If truth is lacking and there is no love be aware that the cross has two arms – love and truth – which must embrace us to bring us to fellowship with our Lord Jesus Christ.

10. A true slave of Jesus who is purchased by his blood, you are free from the spirit of slavery.  If you are enslaved to gaining fame, to the love of power, to enslave others and to the subjection of those who have physical or other needs to your leadership or your inclinations, be sure that the evil one will tempt you with false dreams.

7. In vv. 16-30 Elihu is at pains to comfort Job by assuring him of God’s good intentions towards mankind in general.  He illustrates this in a number of ways:

a)  Verses 16-18 complete the sentence begun in v. 15: God uses dreams to terrify people in their sleep and so to warn them to change their ways

b) The sin of arrogance is cited as a notable example of these “ways.”  Such a reformation will spare them from death.  The “Pit” (see v. 18) is the equivalent of Sheol, the underworld which is the abode of the dead; “passing through the River” (probably better, “channel” or “canal”) is an image that occurs only here and in Job 36:12 in the whole OT, but as denoting the passage to the underworld it has analogies in other cultures.  This notion of being spared from death does not denote immortality but refers to premature, perhaps violent, death occurring as a result of sin (cf., e.g., Prov 15:10; 19:16).

c) Verses 19-22 speak of another way in which God warns those who have not understood the message conveyed in dreams.  Such people can be chastened by severe sickness, which brings them close to death.  They lose their appetite for food and are reduced to mere skeletons, feeling themselves to be close to the “Pit” and the messengers of death.  But God does not allow them to perish (vv. 23-25).  In every case God employs one of his innumerable angels or heavenly messengers as a mediator to rescue them.  This mediating angel is precisely opposite in function to the messengers of death of v. 22.  Job had longed for such a mediator (9:33; 16:19; 19:25) but without much hope.

This mediating angel was understood as a figure of Christ:


“Who is this angel but the one the prophet calls “the angel of mighty counsel” (Isa 9:6 LXX) to declare is called evangelize in Greek, and the Lord in announcing himself to us is called “angel.”  And he well says, “If there should be a messenger (angel) speaking for him one of like things to show the righteousness of man.” 
One of Like Things

Gregory the Great, Morals on the Book of Job, 24:2.

“For, as the apostle says, he even intercedes for us.  But let us hear what he says for us, ‘one of like things.’  It is the way with medicine to cure disease sometimes by similar, sometimes by contrary remedies, for it has frequently been wont to cure the hot by warm and the cold by cold applications; and on the contrary, the cold by warmth, hot by cold.  Our Physician then, on coming to us from above and finding us oppressed with such great disease, applied to our case something of a like and something of a contrary nature, for he came to us as Man to humanity, as well as a just One to those who were in sin.  He agreed with us in the truth of his nature; he differed from us in the power of his righteousness.  For sinful humankind could not be amended except by God.” 
d) Elihu now assures Job that God has no less than a thousand (i.e. innumerable) angels ready to perform such tasks.  The last line of this verse (23) seems strange until it is realized that the  righteous conduct in this case means something like his duty to be righteous, which the mediating angel will inculcate (declare).  In v. 24 the speaker appears to be God himself, who commands his angel to save this person from death at the last moment.  Because he has now learned his lesson and abandoned his wicked ways (v. 17), he will be “ransomed,” and his former health will be restored to him (v. 25).  These verses are thus a declaration of God’s grace, similar to the assurances given to Job by the friends if he will repent (e.g. 5:18-26; 11:13-19; 22:21-30).  Like them, Elihu does not accept Job’s claim to be righteous, but speaks only of forgiveness for the repentant sinner.
e) The sinner’s restoration to health will be followed by a confession of sin and an act of praise to God, who accepts his supplication and restores him to his favor (vv. 26-28).  This confession is evidently conceived as made publicly before a congregation (cf. Ps. 22:22; 40:9-10): the second line of v. 26 is, literally, “and he (God) reveals his face amid shouts of joy.”  To be permitted to see God’s face in such a context was to experience divine acceptance (cf. Gen. 33:10).  In this context we have to link the two statements on the Cross, “my God why have you forsaken me?” and “into your hands I commit my spirit.”

Questions

1. Why do we need a mediator between us and God?

2. What are the basic qualities of our Mediator Jesus Christ and as we prepare ourselves for the feast of the Incarnation?  Can you list at least 5 reasons for the Incarnation?
Was Jesus Forsaken on the Cross?
By George Bebawi
My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from helping me, from the words of my groaning? Psalm 22:1 

· The mystery of Christ cannot be explored by using Old Testament texts alone.  If the OT is used alone, we miss the very heart of the New Testament.  Christ, our Lord, is quoting the text of the psalm to the Jews to let them understand His affliction; that He, the mighty, powerful Messiah, came to suffer, to establish a road of freedom, not like that of the ancient judges of Israel, who died with their hands stained with the blood of their enemies, but He died with His body stained with His own blood, according to Isaiah 63:1-7.  By asking the question which was asked before Him, Christ points to two things. First of all, the Jewish understanding of His forsakenness, that He came in order not to be forsaken by God the Father, but to put an end to every forsakenness, which puts an end to every forsakenness.  To use the words of the Apostle Paul, but now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ.  For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us. (Eph. 2:13-14)

· Secondly, he proves to us that He is the peace of God that allowed the good thief to enter into Paradise: truly I tell you; today you will be with me in Paradise.  As He gave up His spirit, He did not die as a separated, forsaken person, but told God the Father, into your hands, I commend my spirit, and when He said that, He gave up the spirit.  We have to consider the immense power of peace that reconciled us with God that has been expressed in the most over-sweeping statement of Paul: for I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 8:38-39)

· The Jews thought that he was forsaken by God because he did not die like the ancient fighters of Israel, victorious over His enemies.  For God, who promised in the Old Testament to subdue the nations with the power of the sword of Israel did not intervene to save His Son from the cross but, on the contrary, He allowed him to die in this horrible, frightening way.  From an Old Testament point of view you could consider him as forsaken, because He did not Himself walk like King David who saw the fallen bodies of his dead enemies and said in Psalm 68, Let God rise up, let his enemies be scattered; let those who hate him flee before him.  As smoke is driven away, so drive them away; as wax melts before the fire, let the wicked perish before God.  But let the righteous be joyful; let them exult before god; let them be jubilant with joy, and later on: So that you may bathe your feet in blood, so that the tongues of your dogs may have their share from the foe.  But on the cross the feet of Christ were covered with the blood of righteousness, the blood of peace, the blood of love, the blood that put an end to the enmity between God and man.  For we were enemies in the evil thoughts of our inner life.  But Christ came to cleanse that enmity, to remove that obstacle that separated us from God, for God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself as in 2 Corinthians 5:18, all this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation.  This new aspect of the ministry of Jesus has some roots in the Old Testament, but its fullness is in the New Testament.  That is why He quoted the text of the psalm in order to point to enmity’s glorious end when the psalmist will live again and when the Lord will bring many nations to declare the righteousness of God.  This happy end of the suffering is the heart of the New Testament.

· My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? was also the question that Adam did not ask openly in Genesis when he accused the woman, whom God created out of his rib, and was the same question that David in his trouble posed to the Lord in Psalm 13:1-6: how long, O Lord?  Will you forget me forever?  How long will you hide your face from me?  How long must I bear pain in my soul, and have sorrow in my heart all day long?  How long shall my enemy be exalted over me?  Consider and answer me, O Lord my God!  Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep the sleep of death, and my enemy will say, I have prevailed; my foes will rejoice because I am forsaken.  But I trusted in your steadfast love; my heart shall rejoice in your salvation.  I will sing to the Lord, because he has dealt bountifully with me.  Those who were chosen by God to lead the nation of Israel were always leaning on the divine support and help.  You can see this in many Psalms, and even in the prophecies.  So, there was also the triumphant end of people like David and some of the judges.  But these were the heroes who came to settle disputes between human beings.  Especially in the battlefield.  All with God who appointed them to bring Israel to repentance.  The accounts of these were resonating with the account of the Cross, but not fully.  Because Christ did not come to be a king and a judge, as in the Old Testament, but to become the King and the Judge of the whole creation.  That is why in the New Testament the account of the crucifixion, Christ did not speak of enemies, but He said, Father, forgive them because they do not know what they are doing. (Luke 23:34).  A forsaken person in the prayers of the Old Testament is someone who cannot ask forgiveness for those who have injured him because the law stands on their side to recompense evil for evil, wound for wound, eye for an eye.  Also, a forsaken person could not have had the power to let someone like the good thief enter paradise with him. Neither would Christ have been able to enter paradise himself if he were forsaken.

· In Christ Jesus a new relationship between God and humanity and between human beings has been established on the firm foundation of eternal love that does not experience separation or forsakenness: for nothing in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 8:39) 

· Christ came as ambassador for God, apostle, and the one that represents God the Father who bestowed on him the name that is above every name (Philippians 2:6-7).  Therefore, God the Father could not have punished him on our behalf to show us mercy and kindness, but put in Christ Jesus, the ministry of reconciliation to put an end to the alienation between God and humanity.  Even when we hear the apostle Paul saying in II Corinthians 5:21, He made him who knew no sin, sin for us that we may become the righteousness of God in him.  Commentators made a big mistake by thinking that the only Son of God became sin, while in all ancient commentaries, the fathers of the Church, always quoted that text with an additional word – He made him who knew no sin a sacrifice for sin.  It is impossible for us to imagine that the one who came to redeem us, He himself will be tarnished for iniquities.  It is equally impossible to believe that for Christ Jesus to remove sin as the obstacle between God and humanity, He himself becomes that very sin, which he came to undo.  He offered Himself freely because no one can remove the obstacle of sin, death and condemnation and establish eternal peace except the ambassador of God the Father. 

· From what we have said above, we have to establish the firm difference between Jesus and the Old Testament figures.  In the eyes of the Jews, he was forsaken; in the eyes of the Father, he was not.
Reminder: 
 Next Wednesday, Dec. 6, will conclude our series on Job.  



The Winter/Spring series on Galatians begins January 10.
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