
Job  2:11 - 3:1-6; 20-26
Sermon 2 - What not to say to the suffering believer.

This morning we continue our series working through the book of 
Job.

As I said last week, whilst the book of Job isnʼt about suffering as 
such.
The book does speak into the subject of suffering.
And we will hopefully gain insight into such questions 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?

Last week we began with Job ch 1 and 2 and how the Lord had 
allowed Satan to inflict terrible suffering on this man Job.

And I left us last week with 4 ʻstakes in the groundʼ or markers that 
we need to hold onto whilst we go through this series.

And they were:

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.

So this week we continue through the book.
And we are going to look at particularly Jobʼs 3 friends and their 
approach to Jobʼs predicament.

To help us hopefully to understand how we can help or support 
those who are suffering.
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And Iʼve entitled this talk, ʻWhat not to say to a suffering believerʼ.
Because we can learn much about what not to say from how Job;s 3 
friends behaved.

So Job has had his livelihood taken away.
He has had much of his family taken away.
He has had his health taken away.

He has suffered much loss.

And in our reading we hear how three of his friends come to him.
They have heard of his troubles and so come to see him.
And it says, in order to sympathize with him and to comfort him.

And over the next almost 30 chapters we get a dialogue between 
Job and his three friends.

The story of Job is a reminder to us that as Christians, as believers 
in a good God, it is very possible that we shall sometimes go 
through dark times in our life.

Maybe times of real despair and desperation.

<Talk about Dark night of the soul?>

Often as we know though, we will experience times of despair and 
desperation due to grief or some other form of loss.

And we need to recognize that.

One of the problems we have with the book of Job is that we know 
the end of the story.
In the end Job maintained his trust in God and was blessed by God.

And so when we see deep suffering in others it is tempting to jump 
too quickly to a solution similar to:
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Well Job suffered and He trusted.
So should we. End of the story - get over it...

But that doesnʼt do justice to either this book of Job.
Or in fact to the reality we see around us.

Whereby true believers, who are walking faithfully with Christ, can 
suffer greatly.

And one of our callings I believe as a Christian community is that we 
learn to weep with those who weep.

We left last week with Job suffering greatly, sitting alone in the 
ashes.
Yes his wife appears, but only to argue with him.
But Job is alone.

One of the marks of those who suffer is a sense of loneliness.
A feeling of isolation.

We get this when we consider how Jesus suffered.
In Gethsemane, he suffered in anticipation the agony of the cross.
He was deeply alone.
Could you not watch one hour? he said to his disciples.

On the cross, yes he suffered physically, but more than that, the true 
depth of his suffering was a separation from his father.

“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” was the cry.

So in the midst of suffering we can feel terribly alone.
God himself can seem miles away.
It can feel like, just when you need to sense Him, he seems to 
withdraw further from you.

C.S. Lewis, in his book ʻA grief observed, wrote his personal 
reflections after his wife died.
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Lewis asks the question, ʻWhere is God?ʼ
And he says:

This is one of the most disquieting symptoms. When you are happy, 
so happy that you have no sense of needing Him, ... if you 
remember yourself and turn to Him with gratitude and praise, you 
will be - or so it feels - welcomed with open arms.
But go to him when your need is desperate, when all other help is 
vain, and what do you find? A door slammed in your face, and a 
sound of bolting and double bolting on the inside. After that, silence. 
You may as well turn away. The longer you wait, the more emphatic 
the silence will become. There are no lights in the windows. It might 
be an empty house. Was it ever inhabited? It seemed so once.

This sense of loneliness and isolation is very real for those who 
suffer.

A child dies.
Only the father alone knows what it is to be the father of this dead 
child.

Only the mother enters the unique depths of loss as the mother of 
this child.

Often it is tempting to say something like “I understand what you are 
going through.”
Or “I understand how you feel.”

The reality is that we donʼt.
Even if we have experienced something similar, it still wonʼt be the 
same.

This sense of loneliness or isolation can get compounded because 
people donʼt know what to say.
Or donʼt want to say something stupid.
And so they avoid coming into contact with the person.
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But that just adds to the sense of isolation.

<talk about family member doing this...>

<Donʼt condemn yourself if you have said this kind of thing.
I know Iʼve said some stupid things to people.>

We need to weep with those who weep.

Now Jobʼs friends came and initially didnʼt say anything to him.
They just sat with him.

Many people conclude that this is the best thing they did.
And certainly when it comes to ch 4 where they do say something, it 
all goes down hill from that point.

Others will say that even their just being with him in silence wasnʼt 
really sympathizing with Job.

They hardly recognized Job, such was his suffering.
They wept aloud and tore their robes.
Sprinkled dust on their heads.

This was what you did when you mourned someone who had died.
So maybe their silence wasnʼt a silence of sympathy, but a silence 
of bankruptcy. 

Maybe they really didnʼt know what to say.
Their friend being as good as dead.

Whatever their motive at this time, it is Job though who breaks the 
silence in Ch3.

And he curses the day he was born.

<Read 3:3-4>
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And I think this gives us another insight into suffering.

That those who are suffering tend to look back.
They tend to relive the past, wanting to re-write it, change it.
Maybe even to erase it.

Its a cry that says, If only I can change what has happened I can 
relieve this suffering.

At the heart of human desperation is actually a denial of hope.
Hope is looking towards the future.

Human despair is fundamentally a turning away from the future and 
back to the past.

And that is what Job is doing here.

He starts in ch3 and goes on.

v11 - “Why did I not perish at birth, and die as I came from the 
womb.”

And Jobʼs pain goes beyond his own suffering.
He starts to question why things are as they are:

v20: “Why is light given to those in misery”
v23: “Why is life given to man who way is hidden, who God has 
hedged in?

He seems to start questioning the point of it all.

Its almost, why did God bother to make the world at all?
And this is at the heart of what Job is crying out for.

He wants to understand the wisdom of the world.
Why things are as they are.
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His final words before one of his friends speak is:

“I have no peace, no quietness;
I have no rest, but only turmoil.”

You get this real sense of hopelessness.
Deep despair and desperation.

Now as Christian believers we know that there is alway Hope.
There are always better things ahead.
There is always hope because the future is Godʼs future and our 
destiny is glory.
We know that.

And for Job actually, even in his darkness he cannot avoid God.
And weʼll come back to that as we draw the series to a close.

All I am saying at this point is that we need to recognize that there 
will be times in the life of a believer when that truth about the Hope 
we have is not easily received.

When that truth is not recognized.
When the future appears utterly blank.
When all that a believer can do is look back with regret., with the ʻif 
onlyʼ question...
When they are left with the ʻWhyʼ question?
Why are things as they are?

You see this is where Job is in Ch3...

And when people are suffering in this place.
We need to weep with those who weep.

<P>

But then what do we say?
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Now at the start of ch4 his friends start to speak.

They say nothing for a week.
And there is a time for saying nothing.

But then what do we say?
His friends give us some insight in what not to say...

Jobʼs friends speak 9 chapters in nearly 3 rounds of heated 
argument.
By and large they say similar things in similar ways.

Firstly they are not impressed with Job.

so in Ch 8:2, Bildad is clearly riled by Job and says:

“How long will you say such things?
Your words are a blustering wind?”

In other words, ʻwhy donʼt you just shut up, you old windbag?ʼ

Eliphaz says much the same thing in 15:2-3.

Jobʼs appearance has made his friends sad.
But Jobʼs words have made them angry.
Job has insisted that he is not being punished for some particular 
sin.
He has nothing on his conscience that can justify this treatment from 
God.
So it seems that God is being unfair.

And that makes his friends livid.

So in 11:6 Zophar wishes that God will intervene and speak.
Because that would shut Job up.
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And as the exchange continues, Jobʼs friends become thoroughly 
fed up with having to listen to him.

So in ch 18:2 Bildad says ʻWhen will you end these speeches.”

So Jobʼs friends are really not impressed with Job.
And Job is really not impressed with his friends.

He had hoped for refreshment and comfort but didnʼt get it.

In ch16:2 he says “miserable comforters are you all!”

So effectively for 24 chapters Job and his friends are have a blazing 
row.
We learn towards the end of the book that actually God wasnʼt 
impressed with these 3 friends.

In Ch42:7 God says to Eliphaz: “My anger burns against you and 
against your 2 friends, for you have not spoken of me what is 
right...”

Letʼs look a bit more at what they say and where they went wrong.

Not everything they say is rubbish.
Much of what they say looks right. 

So where did they go wrong.

Well firstly, their underlying worldview, their belief system, was 
wrong.

They believed God is absolutely in control.
Which is right - one of our markers.

They believed God is absolutely fair and just.
Which again is right - He is.
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What they didnʼt believe though is that Satan is real and has real 
influence in the world.
There was no room for spiritual battle.

There conclusion therefore, is God always punishes wickedness 
and blesses righteousness. 
And He does this pretty soon and certainly in this life.

For them judgement is now.
The wicked are punished now.
The righteous are blessed now.

It is such a simple neat view.
Put some goodness in and out pops blessing.
Put in some badness out pops poison.

Therefore if I suffer, I must have sinned and am being punished 
justly for my sin.

That was kind of their argument throughout.

And so they appeal to Job to repent.
Job stubbornly refuses to repent of sins he hasnʼt committed.
His conscience is clear.

The friends worldview was that if you are being blessed in life it 
must mean you have done something good.

The other side of that is that if I am suffering I must have done 
something bad.

But that worldview is not right.
Life isnʼt that neat and simple.

<Family in Kettering being told they must have sinned because their 
daughter was so ill!!!!>

10



Now we canʼt dismiss the friends worldview completely because the 
first two parts are right.

God is absolutely in control and He is just and fair.

But we then canʼt make an automatic connection between suffering 
and sin.

Look there are times where we do suffer as a direct result of our 
own sin.

The Psalmist in Ps 32 says that when he kept his sin secret, the 
pressure of unresolved guilt was destroying him physically.

If I drink and drive and crash and injure myself or others it is my 
fault.

If someone hurts me and I will not forgive them and nurse 
resentment and become a hard and bitter person, then the damage 
to my character is my fault.

Yes the bible does teach that what you reap is what you sow (Gal 
6:7ff)

But not always immediately.
There is also a sense of having to wait.

In Jesusʼ parable of wheat and weeds.
The wheat and weeds grow together until the harvest at the end 
times.
Only then will the wicked be punished and the righteous rewarded.

In the end all will be accounted for but it may just be at the end.
We may have to wait.

But we know Job was blameless so he didnʼt need to repent.
His suffering is not a consequence of any sin in his life.
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So we cannot make an automatic link between suffering and sin.

And it is not helpful to someone to try and make the link when we 
donʼt know.

It just adds another burden to someoneʼs suffering.

I wonder whether their biggest error was that they had no place for 
innocent suffering.

Eliphaz asks in ch4:7, “who that was innocent ever perished?”

Now those of us on the other side of the cross know that there is 
something profound about an innocent One suffering.

And maybe in some ways Job is a forerunner to the innocent One 
who perished in place of the guilty
So that we might not finally perish.

Innocent suffering is at the heart of the Gospel message.
It was the price to unlock grace.

So their worldview was wrong.

Secondly the friends tone wasnʼt right.

They really didnʼt have any sympathy for Job and where he was.

In ch4:2-5 Eliphaz effectively says, “I canʼt quite see why you should 
be so miserable Job.”

They donʼt understand his pain.

It does not look like they had much love for Job.
They didnʼt really respond to his cries or engage him as someone in 
need.
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It seems they simply wanted to give him a solution.
Their solution.

And again trying to offer simple solutions to a personsʼs suffering is 
probably not that helpful.

<P>

As those who believe in a good God we do need to be Hope 
breakers, dealers in Hope.

A Hope tied up with who God is.
In all this conversation with his 3 friends Job doesnʼt quite give up 
on God.
And that is key as weʼll see over the rest of the series.

But maybe before we can dispense Hope.
We need to weep with those who weep
To not think we need to give a simple solution
And certainly to have a worldview whereby the innocent do suffer

Conclusion 

Weʼve left Job asking the why question.
Why is the world the way it is?
Its an OK question to ask - why?
As someone has said, it is not suffering that destroys a person, but 
suffering without purpose.
Job is searching for wisdom about the world.

Next week, its all-age and we have a baptism so I wonʼt continue 
through Job.
Though weʼll probably do something related to Job.

The following week Iʼll ask Peter to explore further how we respond 
to God in the depths of our suffering. 
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In particular at some questions Job asks:

Is God for me or against me?
Why wonʼt he answer my questions?

Then in the final talk of the series on the first week of November 
weʼll look at Godʼs reply to Job.

Which is Godʼs answer to the suffering question.
The why question? 
But thatʼs for then! Amen.
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