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Job

Bible Text:  Job 1:1; 2:11–13; 9:2; 41:12–34
Lesson Focus: God doesn't conform to human definitions.
Big Question: Why isn't life fair?
Key Words: RIGHTEOUS, FAIR, AMBIGUITY, PARADOX

Prepare
Quick Prep
• Job is Wisdom literature and is more concerned with theological reflection than with telling the story of the people of Israel.
• The theological questions posed in Job confront much of what passed as religious thought, both then and now—the formula that good things happen to good people and the wicked are punished.
• Job looks at the experience of life as it is, often seemingly random and capricious, and argues back. He contends that he has been righteous and therefore does not deserve suffering.
• Job's demands escalate until God responds—not with justice, as Job has hoped, but with power and a broader perspective on creation.
• Job never gets a direct answer to his questions. With Job, we learn that God is beyond our understanding. We learn that God is deeply involved in a wide, wild creation. We learn that God is present with all who suffer.
• God doesn't conform to the human definition of fairness. Ultimately, this is very Good News. It means we get love, forgiveness, and grace we can never earn or deserve.


Deep Prep
Job stands among the few books of the Old Testament that are considered "Wisdom literature." Only Ecclesiastes and Proverbs (plus a few psalms) are also considered in this category. (Some apocryphal books are in this category too.) Unlike the other books of the Old Testament, Job is not primarily concerned with narrating a history of God's chosen people or with clarifying the laws that govern their covenantal life with God. Instead, Job, like other Wisdom literature, is an examination of the way faith plays out in daily life. The story of Job is a structure for thinking, questioning, and engaging in theological reflection.

Job is best seen in juxtaposition to Proverbs. Proverbs lays out a popular theological conclusion: righteousness reaps life and good; wickedness reaps death and misery. Job tackles this conclusion head-on. Perhaps the author(s) of Job saw that the faith of Israel had become too comfortable, too predictable. The causality of the formula is convenient for those with power and resources. God becomes domesticated, working at the whim of the status quo.

Job refuses to sanitize the fact that bad things happen to good people and good things happen to people who don't seem to deserve them at all. Job calls into question the formula that made order out of his world and that made religion appealing, satisfying, and tidy (if you are good, God will love you). Interestingly, the Greek translation of the book softened much of the edge present in the Hebrew versions. Job is not a simple book to read, or to integrate once read. It has fueled artists for centuries, right up into our own. Job does not offer an easy way.

When Job's life falls apart, he and his friends try to make sense of this disorder in the universe. If Job is righteous, then he shouldn't be experiencing such suffering. If Job is suffering, then he must have sinned. The blame-the-victim mentality of Job's friends is also common in our day.

Job pushes on, beyond the human circle of his friends, and begins to address his argument to God. He defends his innocence, in spite of the massive suffering he is experiencing. He descends to despair. Without an order to his universe, what is the point of living? How can he control or predict any outcome? What is the point if he cannot? He demands justice from God, never really abandoning his original premise, that good living should reap good rewards.

God's response does not match Job's demand. God responds with massive power (38:1–41:34), which is not what Job is questioning. However, in the face of such power, Job is rendered powerless and he relinquishes his demand for vindication. God's response in the whirlwind can also be seen as a reminder to Job of the bigger picture. Job accuses God of singling him out; God reminds Job that God's concerns include much more than just Job. God made Job, but also the leviathan and the behemoth. God brings "rain on a land where no one lives, on the desert which is empty of human life" (38:26.) Creation is bigger than Job, bigger than humankind.

This is an odd place to end, but it is where the story essentially concludes. At the very end, Job is blessed twice over, but though he is blessed with a whole new family, the children he lost are still lost. A painful ambiguity and a cavernous silence remains. Finally, the orderly faith of Proverbs is shown to be grossly inadequate. God remains beyond our comprehension.

However, God is there. If God is in the desert, caring for land where nothing lives or grows—if God is concerned with the calving of the deer (39:1)—then certainly God is with Job and with all who suffer. In a world where the devastation of 9/11, the Holocaust, and other atrocities continue to reverberate in our personal as well as collective psyche, we know, like Job, that nothing will ever make it right again. When natural disasters come suddenly and carry away home and loved ones, we will inevitably ask why. Job teaches us that we can ask—we can even accuse and rage. God is big enough; God can handle our anger and fear. Job also teaches us that God, whom we know so well as Jesus, our brother, is also beyond our understanding, and we must live in that ambiguity.


Adolescent Connection
Why isn't life fair?

Youth often have a strong—and certain—sense of justice and injustice. This clarity can lead to conflict when they encounter the suffering of Job or the good fortune of the prodigal son. Job's suffering and the prodigal's party are undeserved, unmerited . . . unfair. Finding the Good News in accounts of a God who doesn't conform to our sense of fairness is one of the challenges youth encounter as they wrestle and struggle into adult faith. The fact that adults don't have the answers to why bad things happen to good people, or any people, is important for youth to hear. There are no definitive answers. People of all religions and walks of life have struggled with these questions for as long as we know. Through stories like Job's, youth begin to learn that there are no easy answers and that those who profess to have them are like Job's friends—not to be trusted. Knowing that we will never endure suffering alone or be abandoned by God is helpful, but it does not erase the pain and suffering of evil ways, harmful people, and the unfairness of life. Job reminds readers of all ages that we are not alone in our suffering and struggle for answers.


Baptismal Connection
In the Rite of Affirmation of Baptism, a five-part question addresses each confirmand's intent to continue in the covenant God made with them in Holy Baptism. Here We Stand resources help students—with support from parents, leaders, and the entire congregation—prepare to answer this question as they continue in their lifelong faith journey.

Today's lesson focuses on the clause "to proclaim the good news of God in Christ through word and deed" (Lutheran Book of Worship, page 201; Evangelical Lutheran Worship, page 236).

In Christ, God topples the status quo and offers love and forgiveness to people who don't deserve it: sinners like you and me. Though we often struggle with Job against a God who doesn't conform to our sense of justice, we also give thanks for a God who looks beyond human fairness to offer the free gift of Christ's grace to all people.


