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God, Job And The Enigma of Suffering 

A Deeper Understanding of the Cross

God and Satan in Dialogue

This (Job) is the first dialogue between God and Satan.  What is the intention?  What may be stressed is the theological reading.  It is difficult to imagine a God who doubts himself and must test the loyalty of Job to restore his own self-confidence (theological interpretation).  Is it any more difficult than to imagine a God who needs to allow a “Satan” to afflict Job to see whether Job’s piety is disinterested (story-line)?  The “God of the philosophers” (in Pascal’s phrase) could in an instant dismiss the question of Satan by a categorical assurance about Job’s motives; but the God of this story is the God who has an interest in dialogues. 

God’s first dialogue was with Adam: Where are you and why are you naked?  Did you eat from the tree?  The Bible is a book which deals primarily with relationships.  This dimension has been overlooked, but is the very heart of the Bible.
Question: What is the purpose of the dialogues? 

1. It is to bring us to self-awareness of ourselves and of God. 

2. Each dialogue has its purpose, and here in the book of Job God reveals his right to ask Satan. God also demands an answer which in this dialogue reveals Satan’s character.
3. When Yahweh asks Satan from where he comes, such a question does not imply ignorance on God’s part. We can see in Exodus 4:2, where God says to Moses, “What is that in your hand?” is often cited as a similar case where there can be no doubt that God already knows the answer.  The question points to what Moses must do.  Here the question has a function in focusing upon Yahweh, the initiator of the conversation, and the action that follows. 

4. It is easy to read too much into the Satan’s reply.  St. Ephrem the Syrian thinks that Satan has fixed because even his name means the one who rotates and lacks stability.  This seems to be confirmed by 1John.  The verb “roaming” refers predominantly to going about for a particular purpose since it was used in Number 11:8, to search for manna; 2 Samuel 24:8, to take a census; Jeremiah 5:1, to see if a righteous man can be found in Jerusalem; Amos 8:12, to seek a word from Yahweh; plus Ezekiel 27:8, 26; and Zechariah 4:10.

The convocation seems to be a witness to the goodness of Job; it is God who is witnessing that Job is “a man blameless and upright, who fears God, and is a shunner of evil.”  The witness seems also to be directed to Satan since God says that Job is “my servant” and declares “there is none like him in the earth.”  This is an unusual statement about a Gentile. 

The term “my servant” is frequently applied to individuals by God, but not indiscriminately to all kinds of pious persons.  Most often Moses is the one designated as God’s servant (about forty times in all), perhaps principally because of his prophetic role (cf. Num 12:7-8); the prophets are often called servants of Yahweh, especially in Deuteronomy (see also I Kgs 14:18; 15:29). But perhaps the use of this term for Job belongs with its application to the patriarchs, Abraham (Gen 26:24; Ps 105:6, 42), Isaac (Gen 24:14; 1 Chro 16:13), Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Exod 32:13; Deut 9:2 7); it would be a further example of the “patriarchal” shading of the narrative.  In any case, the term signifies the “obedience, loyalty and piety” of Job towards God. 

Again, it is possible to read this question of God as a judgment on Satan who is never called God’s servant.  Here Job is better than Satan.

Satan also implicitly ascents to the assessment of Job expressed by the narrator (2:1) and God (2:8)!  He cannot call into question Job’s incomparable piety.  Nor does he doubt its sincerity and its genuineness.  What he must question and what must be questioned (there is nothing “satanic” about the question), is what is the link between Job’s godliness and his prosperity?  Does the story say that Job’s piety has been the source of his prosperity (Job 2: 2)?  The link is causal, from piety to prosperity.  Satan’s question is shrewd: is the causal link perhaps rather in the reverse direction, from prosperity to piety?  In a word, does Job “fear God” gratuitously “for nothing, for no reward,” as in Genesis 29:15; Isaiah 52:3?

Discovering the link between events, people and God, is the endeavor of the wise and is the mark of the Wisdom Books of the OT.  Here is “wisdom” at work.  What is the causal connection between sin and suffering?  Why does this question come from Satan?  Does Job fear God for naught?  Is this an attempt to say that looking for a reward is the cause for piety and good behavior?

Let me list four basic evaluations of Good for the sake of good, and good for the sake of a reward:

1. Good for the sake of good help us to see the goodness of God, because what we do and perceive clears our vision. But if we are looking for a reward, the reward will make our vision blurred.

2. Good for the sake of good re-defines evil; evil is not only the absence of good as Augustine said, but evil is also the vision of the futility of life, and that what we have is death and lust- so let us eat and drink because tomorrow we may die.

3. Good for the sake of good is a movement towards maturity and a unified vision of ourself and others, including God.  Here the reward is our growth, not something external added to our life.

4. Good for the sake of good builds up community relationships and is the true platform for truth.  

But we do not yet know whether Job’s piety is disinterested or not; it is a question that we all, in company with the heavenly court, would like to hear settled.  Job has indeed “feared” God up to this point, but will he prove to have the character of a “God-fearer” in the future?

Fearing God in Islam and Christianity

1. In Islam fearing Allah stems from the fear of punishment.  In spite of the fact that the Quran has so many sayings on God’s mercy, this mercy is for those who submit to God and keep the Law.  Is this the same as in Christianity?

2. Among God’s Beautiful names in Islam are the “Avenger” and “the Proud.”  The first name may be deduced for the OT, but was never used.  Can either of these names be accepted by us, and if not why? 
Satan indeed means to imply in this speech (verse 1:9-11) that Job’s piety is not disinterested, and in this respect is properly functioning as “Satan,” the accuser, analogous to the functionary of the Roman Catholic office “the devil’s advocate” whose task is to raise objections to the canonization of a saint; his office and his appointment owe their existence to the body that actively supports the canonization, and his role is to ensure that no potential criticism of the candidate remains unheard and unanswered.  Satan in Job speaks more dramatically and rhetorically than a canon lawyer designated devil’s advocate, but his function may be no different.  Is there anything at all that can be said against the exceptional piety of Job?  Yes, says Satan, his piety may be conditioned by self-interest. 

Questions

1. What are the basic differences between self-interest and sacrificial love?

2. Can we as humans by-pass self interest, and if yes why and how?

3. Does Satan suggest that he knows human nature better than God does; that he is less naive than God?  In later Jewish literature Satan does not accept God’s mercy at all because it is a sign of weakness.  Is the “folly” of the cross a weakness (see I Cor 1:18ff)?
Philemon: “The devil is clever because Christians are stupid.  The devil can spell for you your doubt to make it real, but you can tell that it is what the devil wants by a simple test.  Does this idea separate you from God, and I mean God in Christ, because without Christ Jesus our Lord I stand before God naked having no mediator or intercessor?”
The book of Job says that Satan cannot sow doubt in the mind of God nor can make Yahweh react to any of the Satan’s speech.  In Job 1:10-11, Satan puts a proposal for God.  God has so prospered Job that piety and prosperity are entangled; if one is destroyed the other will also be destroyed.  Job has been protected.  The Hebrew uses the same verb shoor which is used in Hosea 2:8, “to surround by a thorn hedge” to protect him from all manner of harm.  This metaphor is rich in psychic undertones: the act of encompassing that can be experienced as protection can be felt as constriction and stiflement.

Questions

1. Does protection allow us to grow up?

2. When we are rich and prosperous, does this help us to develop our relationship with God? 

Satan uses the word “you” when he speaks to God and the imperative voice in addressing God; he makes his prediction of Job’s behavior in colloquial fashion with a “self-imprecation” (“I’ll be damned if he doesn’t curse you to your face”); above all “he refuses to use the conventional courtesies of court etiquette which avoided the personal pronouns by addressing a superior as “my lord” instead of  “you,” and using the deferential “your slave” instead of “I.”.  This way could be a form of insult and may be an evidence that “Satan does not belong to the circle of God’s respectful servants”

But we must recall what kind of court scene is depicted here. There are none of the trappings of the oriental imperial states: no throne, no heavenly temple, no seraphim, no incense (as in Isa 6:1-4); not even a throne with the host of heaven arrayed before Yahweh on right and left, as in the much humbler portrayal by Micaiah (1 Kgs 22:19-23).  This humble scene of the divine assembly or court may have been also an attempt to show the humility of God.

Can Satan challenge God?  Or does the story say that God wanted, by using a human being who can stand trials, to rebuke Satan?  This last possibility is in harmony with the message of the NT where the last Adam will face trails and bring salvation.  

The story and the dialogue say that God is wiser than Satan.  God let Satan run his plans.  The link between Job’s piety and his prosperity has never been tested.  It needs only God to “stretch Out” his hand (an idiom which express God’s power), cf. Exodus 13:3; Deuteronomy 4:34.

The language is heightened, of course; Job cannot be, in this story, a man of moderate piety, nor can he lapse into lukewarm impiety.  So the “test” is proposed.  We are reminded of the “testing” of Abraham (Gen 22), where the “test” is of Abraham’s loyalty to God’s command and to the countermanding of God’s command.  Here the test only appears to be a test of Job’s piety; it is in reality a test of whether Job’s piety stems from his prosperity.  The test is not exactly a test of Job’s motives, for despite the opinion of many commentators, it is not suggested, not even by Satan, that prosperity is the motive of Job’s piety, rather, it is because the prosperity is intertwined with the piety that the prosperity must be removed in order to uncover the relationship between the two.  So naturally does Yahweh’s agreement to the proposal follow that we are compelled to pause in order to ponder its implications. 

Questions

1. Are we to condemn the figure of Yahweh here for his alacrity and cold-bloodedness in assenting to such a scheme? 

2. Do we find in the prohibition of harm to Job’s person the one lingering sign of Yahweh’s affection for his servant? 

3. Or is it that God himself does not need to be convinced of Job’s disinterested piety, but is prepared to allow Satan to satisfy himself of its reality or, to put it more positively, accepts the challenge in order to vindicate his servant against the insinuations of Satan? 

4. Or are we to say, most improbably of all, that God assents to the trial of Job’s piety in order to refine or deepen Job’s faith?

All these suggestions attribute to the narrative a subtlety that has been added by Commentaries, at least in story-line. God can agree to the proposal to “smite” all that is Job’s only because God too, like everyone else, wanted to know the outcome of the trial.  The Yahweh of the narrative, like many other parts of the OT, is different from what we learn about God in later Systematic theology.  John of Damascus, a later Byzantine theologian (676-787) was of the opinion that God freely chooses not to know, and that is why we pray.

Grief and Lamentation

Job 1:20 Then Job arose and tore his robe and shaved his head and fell on the ground and worshipped. 21 And he said, "Naked I came from my mother's womb, and naked shall I return. The LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD."

Biblical background

The tearing of garments is known as a sign of mourning (Gen 37:29; Josh 7:6; cf. 2 Sam 13:19; Lev 10:6).  It is a sign for the others that a catastrophe has taken place.  The afflicted person(s) joins the naked and the bereaved.  It is a time not to live a normal life and not to have clothes. 

Clothes played a very important part in the social life in the old culture.  Here Job identifies with the destruction of his sons and daughters who are now dead.

Do Our Rituals or Signs Change Us?

1. Some, like tearing the garments, mark a recognition that a significant element of one’s own life has been irredeemably ended. 
2. Do they bring relief?  Very often when we do something outward, it relieves us from shock or horror.  This helps us not to let that sink in what we now call “our sub-conscience,” and change the shock to fear, violence or other physical action.
3. Some strong muscular activity is, physiologically speaking, an appropriate response to the release of adrenaline into the bloodstream.  The Hebrew word ma’ el suggests that it is the outer mantle or robe that is torn, a garment worn by persons of distinction or by others on special occasions over the ordinary tunic (bachnach); (cf. 2:12; Exod 28:31; 1 Sam 15:27; 18:4; 24:5, 12 [ 13]; 28:14; Ezra 9:3,5).  It corresponds generally to the modern Palestinian qumbaz, a long, loosely fitting shirt which reaches below the knees.
4. Shaving the head as a mourning symbol was common in ancient times (Isa 15:2; 22:12; Jer 7:29; 16:6; 41:5; 47:5; 48:37; Ezek 7:18; Amos 8:10; Mic 1:16); it was forbidden by the law (Deut 14:1), as apparently was the shaving of the head for any purpose by the holiness according to Leviticus 19:27 (compare Jer 9:25; Ezek 44:20). 

5. Job fell on the ground in the same way.  Job’s falling to the ground is an act of conscious and deliberate piety, and surrender to God.  Job falls to the ground not in despair but in reverence, no doubt touching the face to the ground in a silent act of submission.  This is common to Jews, Christians and even Moslems.  Other biblical examples are found in Genesis 24:52; Joshua 7:16; Isaiah 44: 17.  This is one of the postures of prayer, reverence, or supplication and is an integral part of prayer. (cf. Gen 23:7: Exod 18:7; 1 Sam 25:23). 

Job’s actions in response to the news have been few: there has been no gashing of the body, no donning sackcloth, no scattering dust, no lamentation, weeping, no fasting.  This shows a stable person who is shocked, but does not go to extreme manifestations of his grief.

Questions  
· What do you regard as extreme behavior, and what are the demarcation lines between usual, normal and extreme behaviors?

· Did Jesus ever weep over his suffering at least during the flogging? Please read Heb 5:7-8

Assessment 

· Are these forms of expressing our shock(s) useful?

· Is this part of just a primitive anthropology?

· Ancient culture did not have the dualism of body and spirit, but does this mean that their mental life was better than ours because in ancient times they did not bottle up their grief?

Question: What are the physical or bodily manifestations in the body of Christ which reveal our redemption, and why is this so?

Returning to a mother!

Job 1:21 And he said, "Naked I came from my mother's womb, and naked shall I return. The LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD."

Most of the new Commentaries argued that Job did not bless God but cursed him, as the word “bless” is used as a euphemism for “curse.”  Job indeed “blesses” God; verbally Satan has been proved right, though on the level of intention he has been proved wrong.  What did Satan expect?   The Narrative says indirectly that the evil mind of Satan makes him think that everyone is like him and will sin.  Job does not address God directly?  It will only be in the ensuing dialogue with the friends that Job will say anything at all “to the face of God.”
Job utters a sentiment entirely in tune with the generalizations of pessimistic “wisdom”: “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return; as Ecclesiastes 5:14 says “As man came from his mother’s womb he shall go again, naked as he came.”

Question: Is this a “pessimistic” outlook or just a statement about our frail and feeble life? Do we accept our weakness with joy?

The reality of death cannot be “optimistic” and wisdom does not help us to accept death.
Philemon: “We have less fear than others because, by his death, Jesus revealed to us the resurrection and eternal life.  The moment I fear death is the same moment I have to gaze on the true source of life, which is not me but Christ.”
The power of death negates everything positive, and strips us “naked” of all that life has brought; the reports of the messengers have in a day translated Job from the sphere of “piety and reward” attested in Job 1: 1-2, into the sphere of fatalism or nihilism.

Oriental people draw from nihilism two opposite energies:

1. Some kind of Epicurean (sensual) immoral life:  Since all will go, let us enjoy what we have as much as we can.

2. Courage to embrace fully, without hesitation, violence and killing (suicide bombers). 

The link between despair and violence has not been explored yet.  Orientals resign as a result of despair to accept corruption or to fight.  This inactive “resignation” may be alien to “the more energetic spirit of the European” who will revolt if there is no bread.  Job feels himself now already as good as dead; stripped naked of his possessions, he is as if he were already prepared for burial.  His words simply verbalize the psychological identification with the dead that he has already made by his ritual acts of mourning.

Question: Do we remember our death and does this bring comfort to us?

The time for the Eastern Orthodox Evening Prayer is the time to remember our death and burial. This was common also in the West, but it died about the end of the 19th century, because the Enlightenment introduced the denial of death.  But a revival of that came about when the old Roman Catholic practice of “Ash Wednesday” became also accepted by Evangelicals.

Assessment: What are the positive and negative sides of death in your life?

Philemon: “Remembering our death is essential.  But death must be seen by us as dying with our beloved Jesus.  Dying for him and with him brings the deepest joy of being with him and for him.  As Job said, he came naked and will leave this life naked.  So let us free our life from what we have to have in this freedom – the totality of being for Jesus and for him alone’

The Grave and Sheol

Job says “I shall return thither.” This is not a return to his mother’s womb that Job expects to return at death (cf. John 3:4).  Two exegetical (explanatory) moves are usually suggested.
1. That the “mother’s womb” is the womb of Mother Earth as in  Psalm 139:15 where the human body is being formed in the “depths of the earth,” and Ecclus* 40:1 explicitly refers 
to the grave as the “mother of all the living”; the origin of humankind in general from the “mud of the ground” (Gen 2:9; 18:27; Job 4:19; Ps 103:14; 1 Cor 15:47-49) lies of course in the background of this image.  Strange enough that Mother Earth is now a goddess in the new age.  This coming back of Mother Earth denies God as our Creator.
* “Ecclus” is an abbreviation for “The Wisdom of Ben Sira,” (or The Wisdom of Yeshua Ben Sira or merely Sirach), formerly called Ecclesiasticus (not to be confused with Ecclesiastes) by some Christians, is a book written circa 180–175 BCE (Before Common Era, i.e., BC).  The author, Yeshua ben Sira, was a Jew who had been living in Jerusalem, who may in fact have established his school and written his work in Alexandria (Guillaume).  His work was written in Hebrew, nevertheless, and translated into Greek by his grandson in Egypt, who added a preface.
2. That “thither” is a euphemism for the underworld; there is an Egyptian phrase “those who are there” for the dead or the underworld - Amenti in Hieroglyphic and Coptic; the West where the sun sets and darkness dwells.  Ecclesiastes 3:17 has a similar usage (“There is a proper time for everything and for every deed – over there!”), and also compares to Job 3:19.  But this view does not entirely dispose of the difficulty of “I shall return,” since Sheol is not the mother’s womb.  It may simply be that “return” is not to be pressed too literally (cf. Ps 9:18) where the wicked “return” to Sheol, and Psalm 146:4, where a prince who is no more than a “son of man” “returns to his earth” once his breath departs.  Psalm 139:13, speaks of an individual’s creation in the mother’s womb, and v 15 of that same individual’s creation in the depths of the earth.  The images surrounding the origin of humankind and that of the individual are fused because even our mothers have their origin in the dust.  

The second part of Job’s speech changes to praise: “Yahweh has given, and Yahweh has taken away; blessed be the name of Yahweh.”  This is common and a similar statement is in 1 Samuel 3:18, “It is from Yahweh; let him do what seems good to him” (Eli to Samuel); also Ecclus 11:14.  Here all the events were not created, nor did they happen by the active work of the Sabeans, the Chaldeans, and the lightning, but by God.
Question: What are the basic differences between faith, submission and fatalism?

Job sees his human enemies and the natural forces as secondary to the Creator.  Here the biblical faith demands a painful fellowship with God.  Humans are active in creating our hurt and pain.  But Job like many figures in the Bible does not dwell on the secondary causes, but keeps in his awareness the First cause – and that is God.  God did not just take away, but has first given. Giving and taking are both the divine act which puts Job face to face with the gift and the loss. At the moment of his loss he is wholly conscious that what has been lost was God’s gift.  Nor yet does Job say simply, “Yahweh has given,” as if, like many victims of loss, to expel the hurt of the present by dwelling exclusively on the joys of the past, wishing the hurt to go away by refusing to accept its reality. 
Further, Job does not merely say, “Yahweh has given, and Yahweh has taken away.”  That in itself is the utterance of psychological maturity; but “Blessed be the name of Yahweh!”  Yahweh is blessed not for the giving or for the taking away but for the totality of what he has been to Job.   His bounteousness and his inexplicable hurtfulness are equally manifestations of his personal reality; and in the face of that Job knows no other response than “blessing.”  Compare this with the seven words of Jesus while Jesus was on the cross.
Questions

How do we face our hurt(s)?
1. Do we escape mentally to the good old days?
2. Does denying a hurt help?

3. What about blaming others including God, does this release us from the pain?  

4. Does Job balance the gift and the loss, the joy and the hurt, and accept them both as “from the hand of God”?

5. Why are we forbidden in the NT to curse?  How is this directly related to the cross? 

6. Does self-pity or rejection of reality help?  If not what is the difference between pretending to praise God and true praise? 
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