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God, Job and The Enigma of Suffering 

A Deeper Understanding of the Cross

NOTE – CLASS WILL NOT MEET NEXT WEEK (SEPT. 20) OR OCT. 11.

  George and May are out of town next week, back the next, and then George is teaching at Emanuel School of Religion in Tennessee the week of Oct. 9-13.

Our East 91st class will meet on Oct. 4, and resume weekly classes Oct. 18.

However, we will likely send out the Oct. 4 notes next Wednesday.
Friends In Times of Trouble
Eliphaz

Job 4:1 Eliphaz the Temanite replied:  2 Are we to speak to you one word?  You cannot bear it. But who can bear to hold back his words?  3 Think back!  You have instructed many in wisdom. You have given vigor to feeble hands.  4 Words of yours raised the fallen; you strengthened failing knees.  5 And now, when it meets with you, you cannot bear it!  It strikes at you, and you are dismayed!  6 Is not your piety your source of confidence?  Does not your blameless life give you hope?  7 Recall now: What innocent man ever perished?  Where were the upright ever annihilated?  8 As my experience goes, those who plant iniquity and those who sow mischief reap due harvest.  9 By a breath from God they perish, by the wind of his fury they are shriveled. 
10 The roar of the lion, the growl of the young lion, are cut and the teeth of the mane lions are broken;  11 The strong lion perishes for lack of prey; and the whelps of the lion are scattered.  12 Now there came to me a secret word, my ears caught only a fragment of it.  13 The anxious visions of the night, when heavy sleep had fallen upon men,  14 terror and trembling came upon me and set every bone shaking.  15 A wind swept past my face, a whirlwind made my body quiver.  16 There stood a figure, unrecognizable; a form was before my eyes, and I heard a thunderous voice:  17 “Can a man be righteous before God? Can a man be pure in the sight of his Maker?”  18 If God mistrusts his own servants, and can charge his angels with folly,   19 how much more those who dwell in houses of clay which are founded on dust and can be crushed liked a moth?  20 Between dawn and dusk they can be stumped to death; they can be utterly exterminated, and none may ever know.  21 Their tent-cords have only to be loosened and they can die without ever gaining wisdom. 

Chapter 4 as Part of the Israel Experience – Selections from the Targum
(The Targum is the Aramaic translation of the Hebrew Bible.  Aramaic was common conversational language in ancient times; analogous to “The Message” version of the Bible today.  Note the subtle and not-so-subtle differences in language and intent.) 
7.   Call to mind now what person who was innocent like Abraham ever perished, and where have the upright like Isaac and Jacob been destroyed? 

8.   As I have seen, the generation of the Flood, practicers of deceit and worshippers of vain idols,’ will be repaid in kind. 

9.  By the Memra  (word) of God they perish, and by the blast of his nostrils they are destroyed. 

10.   The roars of Esau which are like that of a lion at prey and the voice of Edom which is like that of a lion frighten the cities with their robberies, and their great ones who are likened to a lion are spread out to take the spoils.
11.  As the lion perishes for lack of prey, so will Ishmael perish for lack of virtue, and his sons are robbers who have separated themselves from straight paths. 

(Variant: And Ishmael who is like a lion perishes for lack of virtue, and the sons of Lot who are like lions separating themselves off from the community). 

17.  Is it possible for a human being to be more righteous than God, or any man purer than the one who made him?

18.  Behold he does not trust his servants, the prophets, and his messengers he charges with iniquity, 

19.  how much more the wicked who dwell in sepulchers of clay, whose foundations are in the dust, who are crushed before fear.
20.  From dawn to dusk they are battered, and because no one places a remedy for them, they perish forever. 

21.  Is it not because of their lack of virtue that support is removed from them? They die and it is not with wisdom.

How Should We Speak to Those Who Are in Pain? 
Eliphaz, who here begins his first reply to Job, is clearly intended to be seen as the leader of the friends and their chief speaker; his speeches are longer and more wide-ranging than those of the others.  In v.2 he makes it clear that he has been provoked into speech by what he considers to be the tone of Job’s lament. 

Eliphaz’s speech begins in the most conciliatory manner possible.  This is the common Semitic way for approaching a suffering friend – Eliphaz’s sensitivity to Job’s present anguish.  Job should perhaps be allowed to lapse back into the silence of self-pity.  He is also aware that Job may not be willing to listen to what he has to say.  The tone of his speech is therefore, at least at the beginning, conciliatory and deferential, as befits the words of one friend to another.  But the intention was to administer a gentle rebuke to Job in order to correct his mistaken attitude.

In vv.3-6 Eliphaz acknowledges that Job has a deserved reputation as a wise man to whom people in distress would come for advice and from whom they would receive help:  “You have indeed instructed many [this verb is used in Proverbs 19:18; 29:17 of the education of children] and have strengthened weak hands.”  He has given support and encouragement to those who were uncertain and infirm of purpose.  Precisely what were the personal problems facing these people is not stated, but some idea of these is conveyed in v.5, when Eliphaz turns the tables on Job, who is now in the same state as his former clients, but evidently unable to apply his own remedies to himself.  In v.6 Eliphaz, perhaps ironically, appeals to the very qualities for which Job is famous but in which he himself now appears to have no confidence: his piety (fear of God) and his integrity (Job 1.1).

Eliphaz is in a dilemma: he fears that Job is “unable to bear” his pain but is also concerned that his words and arguments should add more grief; yet, on the other hand, he is, like any friend, “unable” to sit there and say nothing.  Weakness is confronted by another weakness; the weakness of Job and the weakness of Eliphaz, who cannot “restrain” himself.  It is not simply a question here of Eliphaz’s fearing that his speech may be felt by Job as an intrusion (cf. different English translations RSV “will you be offended?”; NAB “will you mind?”; NEB “will you lose patience?”), but an awareness, that the sufferer and the counselor are equally helpless.  Restraint in speech is urged by the wisdom teachers (e.g., Prov 10:19; 12:23), of whom Eliphaz is a representative, and his incapacity to hold back his words is a triumph of humanity over duty (cf. also Elihu, 32:18-20; Jer 20:9).

Questions

· When we want to comfort our friends, how useful is it to remind them of their past successes in time of distress?

· If we mix praise and rebuke, does this reveal our love for our friends?
The Indirect Approach 

Eliphaz now produces what may be called a “set piece” of wisdom teaching.  He does not apply this directly to Job’s case, and indeed does not mention him at all at this stage; but he evidently expects that Job will find encouragement in his words.  Eliphaz speaks like a traditional wisdom teacher, who presents a case.  He begins (v.7) with an appeal to universal experience couched in question form: he challenges Job to state whether he has known a case in which an innocent person suffered a premature death.  The questions conceal what Eliphaz holds to be a self-evident truth: that such a thing has never happened.  The modern reader may wonder whether

anyone can ever have really believed this; but there are other examples of this doctrine, notably Psalm 37:25, where the psalmist goes even further than Eliphaz, maintaining that in a long life he has never seen a case of a righteous person in poverty.  Eliphaz restricts himself to asserting that the innocent will not die prematurely.  His intention is to comfort Job by assuring him that he will not die the death that is the lot of the wicked.  This assurance, however, is hardly calculated to meet Job’s case, as Job has said that he wants to die.

Questions

· In presenting an argument to help, does it really help when we appeal to what happened in the past? 

· Does God work according to roles, such as “be good and I God will be also good to you?”  If this is the role does it work all the time? 

Planting and Harvesting, the Role of the Bitter End of Evil

Eliphaz presents a broad consensus in the wisdom tradition: the “fear of God” is the principal part of wisdom (Prov 1:7), i.e., it is the chief requirement for anyone who would live well and long, since life is the aim of acquiring wisdom and living by its roles (See cf. Prov 9:10; Ps 111:10; Job 28:28).  Reverent piety ensures confidence and security.  But the essence of this piety of the wisdom teachers is that the behavior of humans themselves does not bring blessing because the initiative lies primarily with God; in the wisdom tradition a reward is given by God according to his loving-kindness (khesed).  Humans  who carry out the regulations of wisdom roles, which are established standards (among these is to react to obedience or disobedience appropriately), ensure the ultimately unfailing consequences of right behavior; so the God-fearing may be encouraged through thick and thin to have confidence in their piety. 
This role must be seen as the background of the same saying of Paul: “Whatever you sow, that you will reap” (Gal 6:7).  But in the NT the harvest will be gathered not here in this life but only on the last day – “The one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life” (Gal 6:8  cf. also Rom 2:9-11).  The language of Jesus is clear, “the harvest-time is at the close of the age,” the end of time (Matt 13:39).  The old role of the OT wisdom is now subjected to the new role of the cross because Martyrs who carried their cross planted what is good but had a violent death.  On the day of judgment all the sufferings of the saints will be transformed into glory.

Eliphaz’s principle may be allowed to function as a warning or encouragement (cf. its use in Ecclus 7:3), but it cannot be immutable law.  To transpose the language of natural law (“sow/reap”) to the sphere of human morality and fortune is a confidence trick.  It supposes a deterministic nexus between act and consequence, and thus robs both God and humans of their freedom, though it is often true that act and consequence correspond as in Hosea 8:7; 10:13 and Proverbs 22:8.

A Similar Question by Jesus in Luke 13:1ff
There were present at that time some that told Him of the Galileans, whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices.  And Jesus answering said unto them, Suppose ye that these Galileans were sinners above all the Galileans, because they suffered such things?  I tell you, Nay: but, except ye repent, ye shall all likewise perish.  Or those eighteen, upon whom the tower in Siloam fell, and slew them, think ye that they were sinners above all men that dwelt in Jerusalem? I tell you, Nay: but, except ye repent, ye shall all likewise perish.

The Old Commentary of Theophylact

(Archbishop of Achrida, Bulgaria, 1078 AD.  Commentaries based on Chrysostom but carry a high place in exegetical [explanatory] literature.) 

“There was a man named Judas of Galilee, whom this same Evangelist mentions in the Acts of the Apostles (5:37).  He was a self-proclaimed student of the law who had led astray many other Galileans with his teachings.  He taught his followers that they should call no man “Lord,” neither speaking the word with their mouth, nor showing any master honor or affection, not even the king.  As a result, many of these Galileans were cruelly tortured for not calling Caesar their lord.  These men had also been teaching others not to offer any sacrifices except those commanded by Moses, and thus they were interfering with the sacrifices made on behalf of Caesar and the Roman people.  It is likely, therefore, that Pilate became infuriated with them and gave orders that they be slain alongside those very sacrifices offered on behalf of the Roman people to which they objected, so that their own blood was mixed with the blood of the sacrifices. 
Certain men related these events to the Savior as if the Galileans had acted in defense of piety, and they wanted to find out whether it pleased Him.  For some thought that these Galileans were sinners and had rightly suffered this punishment, in that they had caused a revolt and had aroused Pilate to hate the Jews.  This was because their rebellion of not calling Caesar “Lord” had spread among all the Jews.  The Savior does not deny that they were sinners, but He says that those who suffered this punishment were no more sinful than others who had not so suffered.  “Unless you too repent,” He says, “and stop stirring up rebellion and civil strife, and unless you strive to serve God with your deeds, you will suffer worse things than this.  You should not strive to bring renown upon yourselves by inciting civil strife under the pretext of religious zeal.” 
The tower which fell at Siloam was a sign of what would later happen to the people.  By means of the few who were killed on that occasion, the Lord instructed many that they would suffer worse things.  What happened to the tower prefigured what would happen to the whole city, and the eighteen who died foreshadowed all the people: the whole race of those who remained stubborn in their unbelief was destroyed when the city of Jerusalem fell at the hands of Titus.  Let this also be a warning to us in regards to the events which befall us every day.  Because some fall into great dangers and temptations, while we remain untouched, let this not cause us to be negligent, imagining that we have not experienced such troubles because we are so righteous.  On the contrary, we are instructed that those others are being chastized so that we may correct our own lives, lest we suffer something worse. (Commentary on the Gospel of Luke, 1977, pp167-168).
An Old Tradition Recorded by Ephrem the Syrian 

“They came and informed Jesus concerning the men from Galilee, whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices, on the festival of Herod’s birthday, when he cut off John’s head.” Since Herod had illegally killed John, Pilate sent for and killed those who were present at the feast.  Since he was not able to injure Herod, he destroyed his accomplice to his shame, and he left him in anger until the day of the Lord’s judgment.  The two were reconciled through the pretext of the Lord; Pilate mixed their blood with their sacrifices, because the Roman authorities forbad them to offer sacrifice.  Pilate found them transgressing the law and offering sacrifices and he destroyed them at that same place and time.” (Commentary on the Diatessaron 14:25)

Christianity and Islam

· If we do good deeds to erase evil deeds (as Islam teaches), we will never learn the difference between good and evil.

· If God will accept good deeds to wipe out evil ones, then he is not truly good, because he is willing to accept evil if it is paid for ... therefore his mercy is also nullified.

· If we do good deeds to erase our evil deeds, then we will be locked into our own ego and selfishness.  The entire focus will be on our own deeds, not on God and the goal of our life is no longer God but what we may gain.

· If we can erase our evil deeds by doing good deeds, then why did we do evil in the first place?  The cause and source of the evil deeds remain not healed.

Philemon: “There is nothing we can do to persuade God to accept us.  God, in Jesus, without being asked at all by us, sent His Son to save sinners like you and me.  Therefore God was pleased with us even when we were sinners; now we have repented, but our repentance does not make us accepted more because his love does not depend on our love, and his faithfulness does not depend on our faithfulness.  This is the heart of the gospel.

George: So why should we repent? 
Philemon: Repentance is essential because it makes us open to God; it is like the hands of a Beggar, if he does not stretch his hands he will not receive, but the gift is put in the hands of the Beggar by the ones who are merciful.

George: Does that mean that God punishes us for our sins in this life?  
Philemon: The prophet Habakkuk says to God, “You are from everlasting O Lord my God, my Holy one … O Lord you have ordained us for a judgment, and you, O Rock, have established them for chastisement.  You who are of purer eyes than to look at evil.” (Habakkuk1:12-13).  If God cannot look at evil, do you think He would do evil, something that he dislikes and abhors?
George:  No, but how do you see chastisement?

Philemon: In the book of Job we can see the differences between our angry friends and relatives and God the Compassionate, for it says, “Blessed is the man whom God corrects.  God makes a bruise, but dresses it; God wounds but his hand heals.” (Job 5:17-18).
-- The Third Dialogue With Philemon
Assumption of Guilt
Verses 8-11 are a traditionally “Orthodox” statement about the truly wicked, those who “plow wickedness” and “sow trouble.”  Since it has not been suggested that Job belongs to this category, they are completely irrelevant to his case.  Job planted what is good.  It is remarkable that of this whole section (vv.7-11) only one verse (7) is concerned with the innocent: the rest are about the wicked and their fate.  In v.9 that the wicked will be blasted out of existence is simply a more violent expression of what is frequently stated in the book of Proverbs about their fate (e.g. Prov. 10.27; 12.7; 14.11; 21.12).  The ravening lions of vv.10-11 are evidently metaphorical, intended to symbolize these wicked persons.

Should We Trust Visions?

In vv.12-21 Eliphaz attempts to prove his authority as a wisdom teacher by claiming to be the recipient of a mysterious message from the other world.  The circumstances of this visitation are built up to prove his point, that no human is innocent and that suffering is universal (vv. 12-16).  A human being is not pure in God’s sight (v.17).  The following verses are merely an elaboration of this.  Eliphaz thus claims divine inspiration for his teaching. 

The nature of this experience is far from clear.  The message is described as a personal one for Eliphaz alone (“to me”), though he now reveals it to Job.  The coming to him of a “word” (dabar) suggests an oracle such as would have been revealed by God to a prophet.  Verse 13 refers to the “anxious thoughts” that occur in a “night vision” (as in Job 33.15, where Elihu refers to God’s speaking to men in a dream or vision, and also Dan. 2.19; 7.7, 13).  In v.14 Eliphaz speaks of the dread that fell on him, a characteristic feeling of recipients of a divine visitation in the OT, and in v.15 of a wind or breath that passed before his face (we may compare Ezekiel’s stormy wind (Ezek 1:4), and the wind from which Yahweh appeared to Job in 38:1). 

In v.16 Eliphaz stresses his inability to discern the shape of what he saw.  The silence followed by a voice speaking, however, is reminiscent of Elijah’s experience when Yahweh appeared to him (1 Kings 19:12).  Eliphaz is unable to describe what he had seen. 

In v.17, no righteous or innocent can be absolutely righteous or absolutely pure in God’s sight; no person can entirely escape the consequences of the misdeeds that he must have committed.  It might be true, as Eliphaz had implied in v.7, that the innocent never perish; but this doctrine of relative guilt shared by all opened the way to a new perception of retributive justice.  It was the lot of human beings to suffer misfortune; and so, by implication, Job was no exception. 

How then should we handle those who claim a divine revelation?  From the fathers of the church we can single out the following:  
1. The Universal Role according to Vincent of Lerins; known also as the Vincentian Canon, AD 434: 

“I have often then inquired earnestly and attentively of very many men eminent for sanctity and learning, how and by what sure and so to speak universal rule I may be able to distinguish the truth of universal faith from the falsehood of heretical pravity; and I have always, and in almost every instance, received an answer to this effect: That whether I or any one else should wish to detect the frauds and avoid the snares of heretics as they rise, and to continue sound and complete in the universal faith, we must, the Lord helping, fortify our own belief in two ways: first, by the authority of the Divine Law, and then, by the Tradition of the Universal  Church.

“But here someone perhaps will ask, Since the canon of Scripture is complete, and sufficient of itself for everything, and more than sufficient, what need is there to join with it the authority of the Church’s interpretation?  For this reason, because, owing to the depth of Holy Scripture, all do not accept it in one and the same sense, but one understands its words in one way, another in another … Therefore, it is very necessary, on account of so great intricacies of such various error, that the rule for the right understanding of the prophets and apostles should be framed in accordance with the standard of Ecclesiastical and Universal interpretation.

“Moreover, in the Universal Church itself, all possible care must be taken, that we hold that faith which has been believed everywhere, always, by all. For that is truly and in the strictest sense ‘Catholic Universal’ which, as the name itself and the reason of the thing declare, comprehends all universally.  This rule we shall observe if we follow universality, antiquity, consent.  We shall follow universality if we confess that one faith to be true, which the whole Church throughout the world confesses; antiquity, if we in no wise depart from those interpretations which it is manifest were notoriously held by our holy ancestors and fathers; consent, in like manner, if in antiquity itself we adhere to the consentient definitions and determinations of all, or at the least of almost all priests and doctors.” (Chapter 4 of the Commonitorium (Commentary) A.D. 434 ed, by  Moxon, Cambridge Patristic Texts, 1999, page 23)

2. Visions which contradict the Holy Scriptures must be avoided.

3. Dreams and voices which we hear during our sleep should be classified as follows:

a. If our dreams cause peace and joy we have to wait and see if time will prove them.

b. If what we see or hear enhances our pride and creates divisions we must suppress all.

c. If we hear or see something new and has no place in our past life or in the life of the Universal Church, such as a new interpretation of the Bible, one verse or a whole book which demands a different moral role that contradicts clear moral teaching witnessed to by the prophets, the apostles and our Lord himself, we must abandon such dreams. 

The Failure of Eliphaz

Eliphaz completely failed to understand Job’s situation.  He meant to console Job, but only succeeded in trivializing his complaint and the disproportionate nature of what he had been made to endure.  In other words, you Job are part of our humanity which is guilty no matter what kind of purity each can possess; we, all compared to God, are impure. 
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