
Job 1:1; 2:1-10
Sermon 1 of a series of ? - What kind of a world do we live in?

I want to begin this morning a series looking at the Book of Job.
It will takes us probably until the beginning of November.

Iʼm considerably indebted to a book written by Christopher Ash on 
the book of Job and our response to it.

Iʼve entitled this first talk, What kind of a world do we live in?

Whilst the book of Job isnʼt about suffering as such.
Its a book about God.
The book does speak into the subject of suffering.

And we know that the issue of suffering - how to make sense of it - 
and how belief in God fits into that is a huge issue.

In 2004 a BBC world survey of attitudes towards religion showed 
that the statement:

ʻI find it hard to believe in God when there is so much suffering in 
the worldʼ

commanded the highest agreement rate in the UK, of all the 
countries polled.

Yet the statement ʻGod could prevent suffering if he wanted toʼ 
commanded the lowest agreement rate in the UK, of all the 
countries polled.

So whilst as a society we find it hard to believe in God because of 
suffering.

At the same time we feel that God, even if he does exist, probably 
could not do much about suffering if he tried.
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One conclusion therefore being that if we believe in any kind of God, 
he seems not to be a very strong God.

This perhaps explains why 37% of the british survey reckoned that 
David Beckham was more influential in the world today than God.

So I think how suffering fits into our world and how we cope with it, 
particularly if we have a belief in this amazing loving God of ours.

So along the way, over the next 4 or 5 Sundays we will hopefully 
gain insight into questions such as 

Why does a good God allow suffering? 
What kind of God allows the suffering we see?
Is He in control of this world or not?

The first thing to say about the  book of Job is that its long!
It is 42 chapters long.
It starts off at a pace, which we will look at today.
The middle and longest section though is fairly repetitive.
Before we then get to the exciting climax over the last couple of 
chapters.

It is tempting to read the beginning, skip over the middle and get to 
the conclusion at the end.

And I would encourage us to read this book for ourselves over the 
next few weeks. - to spend time with it.

In his wisdom God has given us a long book.
He has probably done so for a good reason.

Maybe its because when it comes to the suffering question.
The ʻwhere is Godʼ question and the ʻwhat kind of Godʼ question.
We donʼt need instant or quick answers.
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When we ask ʻ What kind of God allows this kind of world?ʼ
God gives us a 42 chapter book to look at, to meditate on.

When we are not in a place of suffering it is easy to give quick pat 
answers.

Nice theological answers maybe.

But when we are experiencing suffering.
We know there is no instant working through grief.
There is no quick fix to the pain.

God has given us a 42 chapter journey with no satisfactory bypass. 

It is a story with a slow pace and long delays.

<PAUSE>

We donʼt know who wrote the book, or when it was written.
Scholars have debated that for years.
Iʼm not particularly interested myself in those things.

About 95% of the book of Job is poetry.

Chapters 1 and 2, the start of ch 32 and part of ch 42 are prose.
Normal spoken or written language.

All the rest is poetry.
That in itself is worth taking note of.

Poetry is not just about communicating information.
Filling our minds with knowledge.
Poetry grapples with our emotions, our will and our sensitivities.
Poetry will often touch, move or unsettle us.

We donʼt just sum up a poem in a bald statement.
We have to let the poem work on us.
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So it is with this book of Job.
It is a book to reflect on, to immerse ourselves in.

So whilst weʼll look at it over the coming weeks.
There is no substitute for reading it for ourselves, mulling it over, 
and meditating on it. 

Trying to feel something of what Job felt.
It is a raw, honest book.

Anyway, lets start to look at it...

Read v1

In the land of Uz there lived a man whose name was Job. This man 
was blameless and upright; he feared God and shunned evil. 

If you read on in ch 1 you will see that he was a blessed man.
In terms of the sons and daughters he had.
In terms of the livestock he had.
He is described as the “greatest man among all the people of the 
East.”

He is blamesless.
This does not mean he is perfect.
But rather that he has personal integrity.
What he says with his lips is spoken in a life of worship.

He is upright. 
Which means he is loyal to God.
He is straight in his dealings with others.
Towards the end of the book we will hear how his reputation is 
legendary in the area as one who is upright and sincere.

He fears God.
Bowing down before him in wonder, love and awe.
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He recognizes that God alone is the Creator to whom he and the 
world owe their existence.

As a mark of true worship he shunned evil.
His life was marked day by day by repentance and faith.

In v5 of Ch1 it says:

Early in the morning he would sacrifice a burnt offering for each of 
them, thinking, "Perhaps my children have sinned and cursed God 
in their hearts." This was Job's regular custom.

So here we have, right at the beginning of this story, a true believer 
par excellence.
He was a degree level mature believer.
A man who walks before God with a clear conscience.
His sins confessed and forgiven.
His life showing all the marks of a worshipper.

As we go through this book, both this week and over the following 
weeks, there are a number of ʻstakes in the groundʼ or markers that 
I want us to hold onto throughout this series.

The first marker is that Job was blameless.
We need to remember that and hold onto that throughout.
That doesnʼt change.
Right at the beginning and throughout we are told that Job is 
blameless.

So Job was ʻhealthy, wealth and wise.ʼ
ʻWiseʼ in the biblical sense meaning to fear and honour the living 
God.

And that is what we would expect in a well run world.
The one who is good and wise will as a consequence be healthy 
and wealthy.
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And any self-respecting god who claims to be both fair and in 
control is surely to reward such a person with health and wealth.

To do otherwise would be either unfair or evidence of weakness.

Likewise we may expect to meet others who are ʻsick, poor and 
wickedʼ.
Their wickedness leading inevitably to illness and destitution.

That is kind of what we think when we dwell on what a well run 
world should be.
Many Christians and those who would not confess being a Christian 
have that kind of assumption about the world we live in.

So here right at the beginning we have the scene set.
A large harmonious family filled with godly celebration, joy and 
material wealth.

And then the scene changes dramatically...

We get thrust into what sounds like the heavenly council chamber.
Its like there is a cabinet meeting for the spiritual government of the 
world.

Angels are coming and presenting themselves to the Lord.
like the Minister of transport...
the health Minister...

The Lord is in the chair receiving these reports.

Included in this picture is Satan.
Or literally, the Satan, because it is a title rather than a personal 
name.
He is the enemy, the adversary, the accuser.
It seems his job is to patrol the earth looking for sin.

The Lord asks Satan where he has come from.
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Could be a hostile question or simply a routine enquiry.
ʻNow Mr Satan, time for your reportʼ.

Satan answers like a typical teenager.
Just doing stuff, here and there, the usual...
Maybe he was implying that he hadnʼt found any true worshippers..

But it is the Lord who brings up the subject of Job...

“Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one on earth 
like him; he is blameless and upright, a man who fears God and 
shuns evil.”

Referring to Job as ʻmy servantʼ gives Job a special honour.
It marked out those who were specially close to God.

Its like God is saying, Here,it seems to me is a true worshipper. Now 
what are you going to do about that.

And Satan takes up the challenge.
And he effectively says, well its only because you have put a 
protective hedge around Job.
Anyone that blessed would give an outward show of worship.

Take it away and heʼll curse you like all the others..
Heʼs a fair-weather believer if you ask me.

Take away what he has and weʼll see a heart just like the others on 
earth.

Now the shocking thing is, that the Lord says Yes.
At this point he says donʼt lay a finger on Job himself, but everything 
else is yours to do what you want with.

And as the scene unfolds Jobʼs livelihood is taken away.
His family, his sons and daughters are taken away from him.
They are killed.
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So he suffers greatly, he suffers enormous loss.

His response is to mourn and it says, ʻhe fell to the ground in 
worshipʼ and said (v20)

"Naked I came from my mother's womb, and naked I will depart. The 
LORD gave and the LORD has taken away; may the name of the 
LORD be praised." In all this, Job did not sin by charging God with 
wrongdoing.

This entire scene should be shocking to us.
The permission God gives for Satan to go and inflict suffering is 
shocking.

We have already been told that Job is blameless.
He doesnʼt deserve to suffer as he has.

<As a society there is something that gets us about innocent, good 
people suffering. I couldnʼt help but reflect on what is happening in 
the news at the moment. Over the last few  weeks we have had the 
two police women shot as they responded to a call to attend a 
burglary.

This week we are hearing about the 5 yr old girl in Wales being 
abducted and now thought to have been murdered. Just terrible, 
terrible things...

When bad things happen to bad people, it doesnʼt affect us so 
much.
You know, if a drug dealer gets shot we kind of rationalize it a bit.
And say, well, he got what he deserved...

But itʼs when the innocent, or the good and upright suffer, it is that 
which strikes to our core.
It is that which causes us to ask, Why? Why God did you let that 
happen? What is the sense in all that?
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We should be shocked by what is happening here.
It should unsettle us somewhat.

Job didnʼt deserve to suffer.
This suffering is not a punishment for any unforgiven sin in his life.

Thatʼs the first shock.
Further, this permission is given by God who does not have to give 
it.
God is sovereign.
Satan is at best a member of Godʼs council.
He is in no way a rival emperor.

Yet this God who is in control says to Satan, off you go and make 
Job suffer loss.

We will come back to this over the weeks.
Though there is no easy answer to it.
Why God allows Satan to inflict suffering.
<P>

And it doesnʼt stop there...

Now in our reading, the scenario is repeated...

God says to Satan, look Job has maintained his integrity despite his 
suffering.

And Satan now says, but take away his health, then he will curse 
you.
And the Lord again gives Satan permission.
He is not allowed to kill Job, but is allowed to inflict Job with awful 
suffering.

It says... Job was afflicted 
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with painful sores from the soles of his feet to the top of his head. 
Then Job took a piece of broken pottery and scraped himself with it 
as he sat among the ashes.

His suffering is so great, that at one point we later hear that Job 
wished he was dead and had never been born.

Yet is all this, it says, Job did not sin in what he said.

I said earlier that there are a number of markers or stakes in the 
ground that I want us to hold onto as we go through this series.

There are 4 markers actually.
And if all we get from this morning is to remember these 4 markers.
To be unsettled by them and start to ask questions around them.
Then Iʼll have done my job.
We will be coming back to them.

The first one is that Job was blameless.
That is made clear to us at the beginning and throughout.
We may get tempted to doubt him and side with his so called 
comforters.
But we need to remember that we have been clearly told that Job is 
blameless.

The second is that Satan has real influence in this world.
It is naive to have  a world view, and of spiritual realities in which 
there is simply God and people.
And a view which says all human affairs are directly ordained by 
him.
The book of Job tells us that there are other real, unseen, influential 
spiritual powers, of which Satan is one.
They may be subsidiary to the lord, but they are not to be ignored.

Thatʼs the second marker.
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The third marker is that the Lord is absolutely supreme.
Nothing that happens in this universe happens without his 
permission.

In his best selling book, ʻWhen bad things happen to good peopleʼ, 
the Auschwitz surviver Harold Kushner tries to solve the problem of 
suffering like this.

He essentially says that God is doing his best and it is not his fault if 
he does not manage to eliminate suffering.
It is not as if he is all powerful, after all.

And I think that is a common solution, even in Christian circles for 
the suffering we see.
It is a belief that God created the world, gave humankind freewill, 
and has left us to get on with it.
And simply has to sit back and see his world play out.

The book of Job, and actually the rest of Scripture, wonʼt allow for 
that.
Without question God is in control.
Satan has to ask for permission.
What Satan then does cannot go one millimeter beyond the 
permission he has been given.
God is in control.

Which leads to the fourth marker.
God gives terrible or difficult to understand permissions.

The over-riding scandal of these first couple of chapters is that the 
supreme God does give permission to Satan to cause Godʼs 
blameless servants to suffer.

And suffer he does.

We should be shocked by these permissions.
We ought never not be shocked by them.
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God allows the suffering we see.

The question these first two chapters leave us with is this.
Will Job prove to be a real believer.

We will carry that question over into the coming weeks.

I realize that there are probably many unanswered questions.
... things unsaid etc...
But as I said, the book of Job is along book.
It is a book to immerse ourselves in, to dwell on, to meditate over.

As we continue to work through it have the four markers always in 
view.

That that Job was blameless.
That Satan has real influence in this world.
That the Lord is absolutely supreme.
And that the Lord gives terrible or difficult to understand 
permissions.

I said Iʼve entitled this first talk, What kind of a world do we live in?

Well we live in a world whereby the good and innocent do suffer.
A world whereby other spiritual forces have influence.
A world where God is in absolute control, yet a world where he gives 
terrible or difficult to understand permissions.

And over the next few weeks weʼll try and make more sense of why 
things are as they are.

How we can help others through times of deep suffering.
And of course our right response to our own times of suffering and 
loss.

Amen.
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