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Pentecost 21 (B – 2018) 
Job 23:1-9, 16-17 

 
When we last left Job, he had lost everything, was covered in 

sores, and was sitting in a pile of ashes.  His wife had told him to 
curse God and die.  Yet Job could not do that because he is a 
righteous man. 

That he is sitting in ashes could well mean that Job is at the 
city dump, forced there because that was the lot of those with skin 
diseases, and he is covered with boils.  He has probably gone from 
rich landowner of great renown to infamous so-and-so left in the 
garbage dump.  Job would have every reason to be angry with God. 

Then, as if his situation wasn’t bad enough, three friends, 
Eliphaz the Temanite, Zophar the Naamathite and Bildad the 
Shuhite, arrive to speak with Job, and another friend, Elihu, son of 
Barakel the Buzite, comes later on.  “With friends like these, who 
needs enemies?” Without much subtlety, the visitors saw away at a 
single tree:  “God is good, and so Job must be bad.”  Their simple 
theology states that when bad things happen to good people, it’s 
because they weren’t really good in the first place. 

This is a problem because we know that Job is a good person.  
Rather like watching a television show where viewers learn crucial 
information before some of the characters do, we have been told 
quite pointedly at the beginning of the book that Job is blameless 
and innocent, and there is simply no reason to doubt that.  While 
his visiting friends may not know this, Job does.  Challenging each 
of their statements, Job pleads his innocence.  Even Eliphaz tries 
the rather back door approach of telling Job that it doesn’t really 
matter if he is righteous or not, he ought to confess to appease God.  
Job will not.  Job cannot.  Job had lived his life with a single 
philosophy: that goodness is rewarded and those who have 
prospered are obviously good.  That’s the rule he’s always lived by. 

A favorite game in youth groups is called “Grandpa’s House.” 
During this game players try to figure out the rules as they play. 
Only the leader knows the rule or pattern everyone should be 
following. The leader starts out by saying “I am going to Grandpa’s 
house, and I am bringing _______.” They fill in the blank with 
something that follows their rule. Then the next player says, “I will 
bring _____.” and fills in the blank with something they think will 
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follow the rule. The rule could be that everything you bring has to 
have only five letters in the name. The leader may start by bringing 
chips, and the next player may say they want to bring hot dogs. 
Since hot dogs is more than five letters the leader would respond 
“you can’t bring that,” and move onto the next player. Every so 
often a player will stumble upon something they can bring, like 
bread or coats, and the leader would say “yes you can bring that.” 
Eventually students think they know the rule, only to be 
disappointed when their next item is turned down. Sometimes 
students get pretty far thinking they know the rule only to have it 
seem to change. Arguments inevitably break out about what has 
been allowed and what has been refused. Thinking the leader has 
changed or messed up in some way, but once they really know the 
rule, they see their own mistake.  

Job is feeling like the rules have been changed. The game he 
signed up to play was: follow God and be blest. As blessings 
continue to disappear around Job his friends urge him to repent for 
whatever is causing this hardship. Job remains firm that he did not 
do anything wrong, that he has always been a righteous man. The 
problem is: Job is still in the middle of the game. God knows the 
rule and has never changed, it is only Job’s view of the rule that 
has changed.  

Like the Book of Proverbs, like the Book of Esther, the Book of 
Job is rarely any preacher’s first choice for a text -- yet our society 
and our world are yearning for a place where our response to the 
violence and upheaval and questions in our world can be processed.  
Life is not what it once was; our churches are not what they once 
were; ditto for families and work.  To many, Job’s response may 
make sense. In the face of suffering and mystifying changes, it is 
right to explore the way that God indeed seems to be hiding. 
Prayers do not seem to be enough; nor is it satisfying to merely 
shake our heads and say “Well, stuff happens.” Where is God in 
this darkness?  

One direction we could take is to wrestle with the often-bitter 
experiences of life that leave us feeling as though we are floundering 
in the dark. Job feels as though he is left alone -- perhaps like the 
victim of a senseless shooting. In the dark cellars of the soul, it is 
tempting to give up. It is tempting to accept the advice of Job’s wife 
-- just curse God and be done with it. 
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Job felt discouraged and lonely when his friends didn’t 
understand him. 

He wanted to find God, to be close to God, and to speak 
with him face to face. 

Job knew that God is the one to turn to in our time of 
need. He wanted to go right to the LORD. 

God’s dwelling place is in heaven, and he can seem far 
away from us at times. 

We do not always feel God in our lives. But God always 
listens to us whenever we pray. 
Life is difficult -- as difficult as the cost of discipleship that 

confounds the disciples in Mark 10 wherein Jesus talks about a 
camel going through the eye of a needle. Caught off-guard by Jesus’ 
declaration that the rich may have a hard time entering the 
kingdom of God, the disciples ask, “Then who can be saved?” Job 
would certainly shout “Amen” to their question. 

The complaint here is that God has somehow disappeared. Job 
cannot find God and has no reason to believe that God cares for 
him at all. The passage we reflect on today is filled with darkness. 

Job’s patience is exhausted. In spite of his groaning, he has 
yet to hear from the one who could provide answers and perhaps 
change his situation. His friends have weighed in on Job’s 
frustration, but he has yet to hear from God. As chapter 23 opens, 
Job pleads his case before God, assuming a prosecutorial stance.  

But he does not abandon his faith, nor does he willingly 
accept his plight passively. Where others might say, “Well, the good 
Lord doesn’t give you more than you can handle,” Job persists in 
faithfully searching for an answer. He clings to faith, even as he 
struggles actively with the suffering he has endured.  

Job’s bitterness reveals the human dilemma. “For mortals it is 
impossible,” Jesus tells the disciples. “Yeah, tell me about it!” we 
might hear Job snort from the Old Testament. “But not for God,” 
the gospel declares.  According to Job 23:1-7, what are Job’s 
desires?  What are Job’s questions?   

If you could ask God any question, what would it be?  At this 
point in your life, which word(s) best describe your relationship with 
God? 

Disoriented? 
Feeling deserted? 
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Shame? 
Fear? 
Peace? 
Gratitude? 
Something else? 

The Book of Job presents a theological view of God that is 
contradictory to the loving, caring, just, and kind God 
predominantly illustrated in the contemporary Christian church. 
Job presents a God who instigates suffering in the lives of those 
who are righteous. Job discusses the problem of suffering and 
isolation by the hand of God. He explores the ramifications of what 
is “just” within the parameters of suffering without “cause” or “sin.” 
Job as a character is innocent, just, and moral; yet he suffers, is 
deserted, and is condemned by friends and family without 
wrongdoing. Why would God do this to an innocent man? 

Yet, through it all, Job maintains hope. Even though Job 
cannot see God, God is mindful of Job. Hope is an assurance in 
God, even when God’s justice is elusive, and God’s presence is a 
mystery. Hope in this sense in not just a belief or an expectation. 
Hope is something that we live for, strife for, and long for, not just 
for ourselves, but for others as well. Job hopes for justice and relief 
and answers and justification and longs for God, even when he 
cannot exclusively see God and justice in his current state. 

A reflection about Job’s honest-to-goodness struggles with 
frustration, bitterness, and anguish might feel a bit like a light 
shining in the darkness.  

By shining that light in the darkness, we might discover we 
are not alone. We might find common ground on controversial 
subjects. We might be turned back toward the One who walks with 
us through the dark nights and the valley of the shadow of death. 
Or, like the disciples, we might learn that with God nothing -- even 
discovering hope in the terror of modern life -- is impossible.  

A reflection on the Book of Job could lead to prayer. It could 
lead to sacred conversations rooted in hope -- even in the face of 
anguish. It could lead to turning toward God again in the hope and 
the belief that God has not abandoned us and is still with us.  The 
rules of the world may have changed, but God’s love remains the 
same:  a constant help in times of trouble. 


