Preaching 7.11.2010

Job 19:23-27a

(Extract from ‘Trading places’ where Duke Brothers place a bet that they can turn Louis Winthrop III ( Dan Akroyd) into a criminal by taking away his house, job, girlfriend, rank ,privilege and power i.e. everything he has - 16:05 to 19:33  the wager to when  Winthrop looks directly at camera)

This is  rather like Satan, who in chapter 1 of Job, says to God that Job is only a God- fearing good man, because he has God’s protection and has a lovely life, has everything he could ever want or need and if all was taken away Job would soon be cursing God. Job was a semi nomadic wealthy & influential sheik- wealthy in terms of flocks and herds rather than cash, with a large family whom he loved greatly. (Lion New handbook of the Bible & NIV commentary).  It is made very clear right from the start, that Job is a totally righteous man, who has a close relationship with God. 
Just as in the ‘Trading Places’ film a number of catastrophes befall both Louis Winthrop III and Job, stripping them bare and leaving them with absolutely nothing, not even their health. 
The 3 key themes of the book are:-

i) Human suffering

ii) Justice and the nature of God

iii) If God is all powerful, why do good people suffer?
I am a street pastor and I go out once a month on a Friday in Basingstoke till about 3am- if you want to find out some more, please come and talk to me afterwards. I get asked many questions, some secular like, “Where can you get a kebab from?”; “Do you have a light?” and sometimes questions about God, Faith and belief, but the number one God - question is, “Why does God allow suffering?”
That’s a biggie! And could be discussed at length- answering it in 30 s to a minute is impossible! It is reasonably easy to explain suffering in terms of man’s inhumanity to man e.g. suffering caused by murder, drunk driving, theft, rape, arson etc. And it is also reasonably easy to explain that some suffering e.g. volcanoes, Tsunamis as being a part of the way our world works, what makes our planet a living and life bearing planet, instead of  dead & devoid of life like, as far as we know, the other planets in our solar system are. But undeserved suffering – like that experienced by Job- that is a whole different matter! 
Two particular conversations spring to mind, one with a man by Lloyds bar at about 2am who had lost his beloved step mum to cancer aged 57 and on another occasion a man round the back of Debenhams, again in the early hours, who had lost his father in his 50’s. In both these men there was intense anger at God. Why did a supposedly loving God allow their loved ones, who were good people, to die? Intense pain and real soul searching and a real desire to understand why? Why them? Why us? Why me? What are you playing at Lord? This is just so unfair!!! When I was ill a few years ago, I asked the same questions in the same angry tone- just as these two men did, just as Job did. This is why the Book of Job still speaks volumes to us. Job never curses God or renounces Him, no matter what he goes through, even though he is angry & upset with God. Platitudes don’t work as answers; they alienate people from God and annoy the person who is suffering. Ultimately, there is no answer- not to Job’s question to why me? Not to the two men’s questions and not to my own. Eugene Patterson in his introduction to Job in ‘The Message’ says, “Suffering is a mystery and Job comes to respect the mystery.” 
However, it is Job’s response in chapter 19 vs. 23-27 which is particularly noteworthy. Bearing in mind that at this point in time the people had not yet been given the gift of Jesus, as their Saviour- but it certainly seems to refer to 
God’s saving Grace and an a understanding of that – however it was to be worked out and shows Job’s great Faith and trust in God and sure knowledge that God WILL redeem and save him in the end.

In the NIV, vs. 25 is translated as, “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand upon the Earth.’  Other translations give verse 25 as being ‘Saviour’ (CEV), ‘defender’ (God’s Word translation) and in The Message, as ‘the one who gives me back my life.’  As Christians, we can clearly see that this does refer to Jesus, the Christ, who suffered, died and rose again in order to save and redeem us. 
Jesus, who took our pain, our suffering and our sins and washed us clean with His most precious blood, so that we might have a relationship with our Heavenly Father. We must hold onto the promise of Jesus as our ultimate Saviour and Redeemer throughout the times of trial and difficulty.
At this time the people of Israel had little concept of an eternal afterlife, everything was about the ‘here and now’, but it is difficult, as a Christian, to not take verses 26 and 27 as referring to some kind of eternal life, where we will meet God face to face, for ourselves. The New International Reader’s Version has vs. 27 as “I’ll see him and he won’t be a stranger to me,” suggesting Job already has a good, strong and firm relationship with God. Translations of the final part  of verse 27 either have  my heart ‘longs’ or ‘yearns’ for this day  or my heart ‘fails’  or ‘faints’. Longs or yearns seem to represent a similar emotion, built on a deep desire for this event and joyful anticipation of it. Whereas faints or fails suggests something SO amazing that it would completely overwhelm Job (and us). 
Job tells it as it is- Suffering is unpleasant and we don’t like it! Even Jesus in Luke 22 vs. 42 says, “Father if you are willing, please take this cup of suffering away from me. Yet I want your will to be done not mine.”
Jesus suffered cruelly for us, to be our Redeemer and Saviour. He understands our suffering and responds with compassion. He weeps when we weep and he truly knows how hard the struggle can be. There are many, many references to suffering in the Bible, both in the Old and New Testaments (actually Bible Gateway website gives 3 + pages of them) which I could have drawn your attention to- but 1Peter 4 vs. 12 says quite clearly that a) we should expect suffering as a Christians and b) that it will make us partners with Christ in his suffering.
When I was a very new Christian (actually I’m still fairly new Christian) I used to ask Chris why Christians didn’t get an easy ride a ‘fast pass’ to the good life with no suffering. Sounded a good plan to me and 
Churches would be inundated with people signing up- this actually was very much Satan’s premise at the start of the book- that Job was only a believer because of what he could get out of it for himself. Eugene Patterson, again in the intro to Job says, “People do not suffer less when they choose to follow God, often they suffer more. Often when People of God go through suffering their lives are transformed, deepened, and marked with beauty and holiness in remarkable ways that could never have been anticipated before the suffering.”  
I read Inspiring Women Every Day ( IWED) as my Bible notes. The IWED reading for Friday 29th June 2007- right in the thick of a very difficult time, was entitled ‘The Refiner’s Fire’ and the reading for that day was Malachi 3 vs. 1- 4 and the author explained how Biblical silver refiners raised up the heat of the silver ore and all the impurities rose to the surface where they could be skimmed off. This process was repeated again and again and each time the impurities were skimmed off until the silver refiner could see his face in the surface of the silver- only then was it considered to be pure. Isaiah 48 vs. 10 says, “I have refined you, but not as silver is refined. Rather I have refined you in the furnace of suffering.” 
It is the fire of suffering that refines us as Christians and purifies us- no it definitely isn’t pleasant and we definitely don’t enjoy the process, but invariably it develops in us a more mature faith and a deeper understanding of God. It certainly did in my case and I know that’s true of many other people also. 
How can the book of Job help us to deal with our own suffering? Firstly, Job doesn’t take suffering lightly, but he does deal with it with courage and integrity and a constant absolutely unwavering faith -throughout. Secondly, Job knows God personally and calls upon The Lord to defend and save him. Thirdly, Job also shows us that God is present through our suffering; He does listen when we cry out to Him and He will stand by us through thick and thin. God may reveal Himself to us in a whirlwind (Job 38), in a book, in some music or through a person or countless other ways, but He will find a way to show each and everyone of us that He is indeed standing alongside us in our distress.
And finally, although the Book of Job DOES NOT give us the answers as to why  suffering happens, it does show that the misery, mystery  and pain of suffering has led the main character  deeper into the mystery that is the Holy God. God uses our suffering to develop our Faith and our character and make us more Christ-like.
When we take the chalice, look into its polished silver surface- whose reflection do we see?  
(Pick up chalice) 
Our own or our Saviours?  
Amen  







                                                  (Word count: 1659)   

Questions
· Individual suffering occurs as a direct result of individual sin. Discuss

·  All suffering results from The Fall. Discuss

·  Is it sensible and reliable to use OT passages e.g. Job 19: 23- 27 to predict a future Messiah? Isn’t  a bit like Nostradamus' or any other predictions? Or is the Bible different?
·  What similarities and differences are there between suffering shown  in the Books of Job and Isaiah 40 - 55
· Women seem to get a bad press in the OT for being responsible as causes of suffering e.g. Eve, Sarah/ Hagar, Rachel / Leah, Bathsheba, Jezebel. What is your response to that? 
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