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The Mystery of God 
Job 3-42 

Readings: Job 20:20-28; Romans 12:9-18; Luke 22:39-46 
 
A young lady sat on my sofa, with her sisters on each side, tears in their eyes.  

Her young husband was dead, the father of her two children with a third on the way who 
would never know her father. 

The pain filled eyes of a mother whose children had taken paths that have taken 
them far from their home and their faith.  The blank stares of people on the television 
news who have been through experiences that we can only imagine but fear to do so. 

That dull ache we have in our own hearts as we experience loss and grief and 
are faced with the question of “Why?” 

How are we to respond to such experiences, as we care for those who suffer and 
as we deal with suffering in our own lives. 

As we all too quickly finish our series on Job we will have a chance to reflect on 
what on earth is God doing? 

SUMMARY OF THE “ACTION” JOB 3-42 

We left Job, a blameless and righteous man, at the end of last week’s reading 
and sermon sitting in the dust, scraping his sores and wishing he had never been born.  
All but his somewhat less than helpful wife have been taken from him.  He is in agony 
and he wants answers. 

And his 3 friends, Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar, try to give him some help but they 
quickly show they are not up to the task. 

The Response of the Friends 
In the end all three in different ways say it must be Job’s fault. As Eliphaz says 

“those who plough evil and those who sow evil reap it.”  Eliphaz from spiritual 
experience (4:12-21), Bildad from tradition, and Zophar from simple plain truths, all say, 
Job is suffering therefore Job must have sinned. 

This Job will not admit, and we as the readers know that he is right to do so.  But 
from the friends’ point of view Job refuses to see reason which only compounds and 
demonstrates his guilt and so as the debate continues through three rounds of speeches 
they become less of comforters and more of accusers.  Eliphaz ends up asking Job “is 
not your wickedness great?  Are not your sins endless?” (22:5) 

Job’s Response 
Not surprisingly Job does not think much of his “friends” and their comfort.  His 

responses range from sarcasm (“doubtless you are the people and wisdom will die with 
you” 12:1) to straight out complaining (“I have heard many things like these; miserable 
comforters are you all.” 16:1). 

In fact most of the time Job ignores what his friends are saying.  He agrees with 
them that he seems to be being punished, yet he is absolutely certain that such 
punishment is undeserved.  He wishes that he could have a tribunal hearing with the 
almighty (13:20-14:22), or that he could have an advocate or mediator.  He remains 
convinced that he will be vindicated “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end 
he will stand upon the earth.  … I myself will see [God] with my own eyes …” (19:25-27)  
God at the moment is not playing fair, he has no opportunity to defend himself. 
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Job ends his speeches by showing that while man may know many things he 
cannot understand everything, this belongs to God who alone is wise for he sees 
everything under heaven (28:24).  But he continues to maintain his innocence, if only he 
knew what the charges against him were, he would willingly wear them (31:35-37) 

Eli Who? 
The book then takes a surprising turn when a very verbose young man called 

Elihu who is angry with Job for justifying himself rather than God, and with the three 
friends for falling silent. 

It is hard to know what to make of Elihu.  He describes himself as full of words 
(32:18) and after six chapters of uninterrupted speaking, few would doubt him.  His 
argument is little different from the three friends, Job must be a sinner (33:8-12), 
suffering is discipline from God (36:8-12).  His manner has all the arrogance of youth 
and it is interesting that both God and Job completely ignore his interruption, so we also 
will say no more about him. 

God’s Response 
After the voice of youthful arrogance comes the voice of eternal wisdom.  After all 

Job’s calls to meet with God his prayer is answered.  Job had wanted his day in court 
with God but things are quickly put into perspective.  As Elihu had spoken a storm was 
approaching and now God speaks to Job out of the whirlwind. 

3 ‘Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?  
Gird up your loins like a man, I will question you, and you shall declare to me.  
4 ‘Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? 
   Tell me, if you have understanding.  
5 Who determined its measurements—surely you know! 
   Or who stretched the line upon it?  
6 On what were its bases sunk, 
   or who laid its cornerstone  
7 when the morning stars sang together 
   and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy? 
 
And so on.  This is not perhaps the response that we were expecting it is certainly 

not the answer of “There, there, everything is alright.” 
God goes on in an almost sarcastic manner pointing out his creative power and 

asking if Job can do any of this.  Job responds by recognising his unworthiness. 
God continues by pointing out that just as Job cannot control the natural world he 

has no right to make judgements in the moral sphere.  Job needs to learn that just as he 
trusts that God knows what he is doing in the natural realm he should trust God in the 
moral realm as well. 

The Postscript 
Job now repents of his own arrogance, of speaking about things that he could not 

understand and he humbles himself in the presence of God. 
God then announces that he is angry with Job’s friends and in an wonderful ironic 

twist after spending chapters encouraging Job to repent they must now repent and will 
face God’s wrath unless Job, the righteous one, acts as a mediator for them, as he had 
once done for his children. 

The Lord then blesses Job even more than he had before 

 ON THE JOB: PUTTING JOB TO WORK 

Well that covers a huge amount of scripture in one burst and we need to ask what 
this means for us today.  There are so many useful avenues that we could explore but 
two particularly struck me. 
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Job’s Comforters 
The first is the way God speaks about Job’s friends, he says that they have not 

spoken what is right about God.  I am sure that this would have been a surprise to them, 
and it may be a surprise to us.  As you read through what they say, so much of it sounds 
good and pious, they say much which we would want to affirm, yet God says that they 
have not said what is right. 

What was their error?  As we read through the book we can say that they 
overestimate their grasp of the truth.  They confidently assert that things are true which 
turn out not to be.  They misapply the truth that they know.  God is a righteous God who 
will punish sinners, you seem to be being punished therefore you must be a sinner.  And 
lastly they close their eyes to any evidence that contradicts the truth they assume.  They 
presumed to speak for God and they got him wrong. 

Firstly we need to be very careful as individuals when we deal with people who 
are suffering not fall into the same trap.  Job’s friends did much better for Job when they 
just sat with him. When they tried to deal with his questions, they ended up alienating 
him, annoying him and eventually leaving him isolated.  I love the way that in the cartoon 
in the pewsheet that Charlie Brown, who starts the whole conversation speaking about 
his sense of suffering, eventually is left by himself.  All too often that is the way people 
have felt with the way that well-meaning Christians have dealt with them, even if 
everything they have said is perfectly theologically correct.  People who are suffering do 
not need to be told “If God feels far away guess who moved”, or “When things look 
down, look up”, which whilst carrying some truth ultimately blames them.  

We need to be people who get along side people in their suffering, enter into it 
with them rather than provide a commentary on it. As we shall see that is what Jesus 
did, and it is what we as his followers should do. 

Secondly as the church it is a word of warning that we should not speak too 
confidently about the way that God is working in the world.  Too often as with speaking 
about AIDs in the 80’s, and perhaps some pronouncements about gender the church 
can look foolish, judgemental and uncaring, and worse mispresented God.  There are 
things that the church can confidently say to the world about God, about his love, his 
salvation offered in Christ, but there is much that we don’t know and will not know. 

The Mysteries of God 
This leads us to a reflection on God’s response to Job.  Many have struggled with 

God’s way of dealing with Job, Carl Jung said God was a bully, others have seen God’s 
response as a way of distracting Job from his pain, like shaking a rattle at a baby to 
distract it from its pain.  Yet whilst we moderns may struggle with God’s response, Job is 
completely satisfied by it. 

Firstly God is not so much distracting Job as changing the subject, he is enlarging 
Job’s horizons.  He reminds Job of his creaturely status and reminds him that there are 
simply many things in creation that he cannot understand, but God knows and he 
understands. 

Last week I asked how was your faith was going, have you got all this God stuff 
under control.  Job teaches us that we can never do that, God is always greater than we 
can understand, he is simply beyond our comprehension, and so at some levels remains 
mysterious.  One of the most frustrating things is the way that we can set up rules for 
God and then wonder why he does not follow them.  He is our creator, we are simply his 
creatures, it is an uncomfortable truth that we may not like but it is the truth. 

Does this help us understand suffering better? 
One of the creatures that God talks about is the “behemoth”, which is probably a 

hippopotamus. I have always had a soft spot for Hippos as it was my nickname in 
primary school.  They are remarkable animals as anyone who has seen documentaries 
on them.  Dangerous but eat grass, lumbering on land but graceful in the water.  And 
have a wonderful time in mud.  Truly remarkable animals.  But what are they for. 
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Now we understand what a cow is for, milk, meat, leather.  We understand what a 
chicken is for, eggs, meat.  We understand what a sheep is for, wool, meat and so on.  
But what on earth is a hippopotamus for.  Well, God knows.   

Innocent suffering is a hippopotamus.  We don’t understand it, we shouldn’t 
expect to understand, but God does and just as we can trust him in creation we can trust 
him that he knows what he is doing in his world. 

The Mysterious Comfort 
But this is not the final word in the Bible on suffering.  For God is far more 

mysterious than we can imagine for he answers Job’s blind plea to enter into this world.  
In Jesus God enters fully into the human condition with all its aches and pains and out of 
his love goes to the cross. 

As we grapple with the mystery and darkness of God we must go the Garden of 
Gethsemane and hear Jesus, soon to be the innocent victim where there would be no 
limits placed on the suffering.  Like Job, Jesus cries out, looking for a way out, but like 
Job he remains faithful and faces the undeserved consequences of all evil and sin.  Job 
is a companion of God in innocent suffering. 

Furthermore the resurrection gives us a hope that Job only glimpsed and we can 
know that our redeemer lives and whatever may be happening now, we have a future far 
better than anything we have now or have lost. 

God remains mysterious, in his ways, in his unfathomable love for us in Christ, 
and in our faith in this God there is mysterious comfort.  We may never now “Why?” but 
we know “Who”. In Jesus we see who our God is and we know that we can trust him. 


