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	I think one commentator put it best when he said that the book of Job is not for the casual reader.  You see, what has made Job the subject of so many books and critical articles is precisely because it never fails to surprise; it shakes our most basic assumptions about God and how God should act under the circumstances.  In fact, it is easy to come away DISAPPOINTED in the way God is characterized in it.  To begin with, God takes a wager with Satan to see just what kind of faith Job has- to prove if he will remain just as committed to God in times of suffering and tragedy as he has in times of prosperity.  Then, he allows his faithful servant Job to lose all his property and possessions, watch his children die, and then have his health utterly break down- now what kind of God is THAT.  And when Job decries the unjustness of it all, that he has spent his whole life in the faithful service of God and does not deserve this kind of fate, rather than consoling Job in his grief, God berates him for daring to question him in the first place. As the British author Virginia Woolf wrote in 1922 to her friend Lady Robert Cecil, “I read the Book of Job last night.  I don’t think God comes well out of it.”
	As we saw in last week’s sermon how Jonah’s prayer of thanksgiving while in the belly of a great fish was the centerpiece of that book, so our text this morning--Job’s prayer after having confronted God “out of the whirlwind”--is the spiritual climax of THIS book.  After spending the first forty chapters attempting to vindicate himself before God, trying to establish how his excessive sufferings violates every standard of divine justice, he is finally brought to his knees in humble contrition and acceptance of his fate.  To trace Job’s metamorphosis or change of heart, it is necessary to go all the way back to the first chapter of the book and look at ANOTHER of his prayers.  
	In the books’ opening verses, we are informed that there was a man named Job who was blameless and upright, that he feared God and turned away from evil.  He was blessed with many children as well as thousands of sheep and camel and oxen.  The picture we have of him is one of great prosperity, integrity, and righteousness.  With v.5, we learn that he was in the habit of continually offering prayers and burnt offerings on behalf of his children.  This was done to not only remind them that they were to be thankful for all their blessings and to not take anything for granted, but you also suspect that it was done to REMIND God to keep those blessings coming.  While he continued to be pious and upright and a good neighbor to all, he expected God to reciprocate by continuing to bless his family and keep his barns full.  Thus, his prayers and sacrifices almost become a form of life insurance for him.  However, when life suddenly takes a drastic turn for him and his family, he then believes the terms of this arrangement have been unfairly violated.  Job is suddenly stripped of everything, and I mean EVERYTHING- all his possessions are taken from him, his children (seven sons and three daughters) perish, and he is personally afflicted with loathsome sores from the bottom of his feet to the top of his head. 
	Now there is always the temptation to serve God, not for GOD’S sake, but for the sake of procuring blessings.  I don’t question the sincerity of Christians who buy into those popular preachers proclaiming a prosperity doctrine.  You know who I’m talking about- the ones who promise that God wants to bless you and make you wealthy and successful, both now and in the world to come.  Often, it begins with seed-faith, which means sending the preacher and his ministry a lucrative donation.  The problem is that God is reduced to some kind of a cosmic genie or giant ATM machine dispensing favors to satisfy our crudest wants.  Such a god is really an idol and a caricature of the biblical God. 
	However, I have to wonder when the blessings FAIL to materialize for their followers, what it does to their faith.  I wonder if they question the validity of the theology they have been practicing or maybe, like Job, they go so far as to question GOD HIMSELF and his faithfulness.  The scriptures certainly instruct us to pray for specific things when we need them and even Jesus said to his followers, “You have not because you ask not.”  But the fact is that prayer is not a mechanism to get all our wishes fulfilled AS IT IS a means to draw ever closer to God and to sense his abiding presence when we most need it.  Prayer is a way of reminding OURSELVES that even when life is at its hardest, we are never alone but that we stand shoulder-to-shoulder with One who promises to never leave or forsake us.
	Well, let’s now head to the end of the book.  By now, Job has felt victimized by God and by life.  Not content to assert his own innocence, he has challenged the moral government of the world, condemning God in order to justify himself.  He informs God that if the good are supposed to prosper and the bad punished for all their wickedness, then why has it not worked out that way for HIM?  Looking to God for an explanation, he thinks God and his entire system of righteousness is broken and he has been made to suffer for it.
With chapter 38, God finally answers Job from out of the whirlwind where he essentially says, “All right Job, you’ve had your say.  Now let me have MINE!”  God offers no details as to why Job has had to suffer so or lose so much.  Rather, God answers Job’s questions with questions of his OWN to help underscore his majesty as Creator and Ruler of the universe.  In verse after verse of grand poetry designed to elicit awe, God reveals his greatness to Job and the limitation of his knowledge.  He tells him:
7 ‘Gird up your loins like a man;
   I will question you, and you declare to me. 
8 Will you even put me in the wrong?
   Will you condemn me that you may be justified? 
9 Have you an arm like God,
   and can you thunder with a voice like his?...
‘Can you draw out Leviathan* with a fish-hook,
   or press down its tongue with a cord? 
2 Can you put a rope in its nose,
   or pierce its jaw with a hook? 3
Verse after verse, God offers Job a complete change of perspective.  It is God’s way of stopping Job from obsessing about himself and all his problems and forcing him to see that it’s NOT all about Job to begin with.  The first rule of life is that all life is difficult, that often the good DO die young and evil DOES frequently go unpunished.  He needs to come to grips with the fact that life is NOT fair for most people, but that does not mean that God is ABSENT or UNCONCERNED.  The very fact that God addresses him from out of the whirlwind, that he breaks his silence to address Job PERSONALLY demonstrates just how much God is aware and concerned and even INVOLVED in Job’s plight.  God’s response to human suffering is NOT to magically make all things right such as to have that cancer disappear, or to make that addiction to drugs or alcohol to mysteriously vanish, or to cause you to win the lottery and thus end all your financial problems.  That’s not to say God CAN’T do such things but that is not what God is PRIMARILY all about.  God is not some genie where if we rub the magic lamp and mouth the right words, he suddenly appears to grant us our fondest wishes.  We exist for GOD’S purposes- not God for OURS.
Rather, God’s answer to human suffering is completely DIFFERENT- it is for God to align himself with us, for God to stand beside us with his arm draped around our shoulder, for God to express perfect solidarity with us so that we never have to endure or go through our problems alone, WHATEVER they may be.  One of my favorite prayers goes this way: “Lord, I do not pray that you remove the weight from off my back.  I only ask that you give me a stronger back with which to bear it.”  You see, God is not in the business of removing obstacles in our paths or problems from our backs as he is giving us stronger backs, stronger hearts, and stronger minds with which to endure them.  I cannot affirm enough that I believe God’s PRIMARY response to human pain is to stand WITH us so that we NEVER have to stand alone.
	With our scripture lesson in chapter 42, we now have a very different prayer than the one that seemed so self-serving in the first chapter.  No longer is Job bargaining with God or making deals with him.  Instead, he stands before God as though he were naked, as one with absolutely no claim upon him or his blessings.  Here we find Job completely submitted to God, continuing to trust him IN SPITE of whatever situation or circumstance he may find himself in.  It’s a simple fact that prosperity cannot deepen one’s faith.  Rather, faith can only grow and be enriched through those lessons we must learn the hard way, from having experienced poverty and loss and sorrow and disease and loneliness; faith is ripened only when it has gone through and triumphed in the fires of adversity.  THAT is when we discover whether what passes for faith in our lives is REAL or not, when we find out whether what we’ve believed in is STRONG and STURDY enough to help us through the toughest ordeals life can hand us!  
	Hence, when Job emerges from his trial, he is an altogether DIFFERENT man than he was forty chapters earlier.  He discovers that his ULTIMATE security and support does not come from his livestock and massive landholdings, not from his large family, not even from some reservoir of faith and strength deep within himself.  Rather, it lies in God ALONE.  Therefore he can now say:
‘I know that you can do all things,
   and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted. 
3 “Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge?”
Therefore I have uttered what I did not understand,
   things too wonderful for me, which I did not know. 
4 “Hear, and I will speak;
   I will question you, and you declare to me.” 
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5 I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear,
   but now my eye sees you; 
6 therefore I despise myself,
   and repent in dust and ashes.’
	We mustn’t mistake this final prayer as an expression of defeat or resignation.  Job is not throwing up his hands here and saying, “All right, God, you win and I lose.  You can have it YOUR way.”  Rather, it is an entirely DIFFERENT response.  His prayer marks the end of all his striving and a release from all the frustration and resentment he has against life.  He acknowledges his vulnerability before the greatness of God and that he is now content to leave life with all its questions in GOD’S hands rather than complaining to him about the seeming unfairness of it all.  It is the acknowledgement that life is ultimately a great mystery, and yet IN SPITE of the lack of clear answers, God is STILL the one in control.  As one writer has put it: “To trust God when we understand Him would be but a sorry triumph.  To trust God when we have every reason for distrusting Him, save our inward certainty of Him, is the supreme victory of religion.  This is the victory which Job achieves.”
	Thus, rather than an attitude of “Hey, what’s the use,” Job experiences a new FREEDOM in which he finds himself at peace with both God and man.  He now understands REGARDLESS if tragedy and suffering stand at his door that it is futile to try to fight with God over them and that to do so can even distort one’s life.  When the heart is filled with all kinds of anger and bitterness toward God and the world, it not only poisons every one of our relationships but it can turn inward and eventually destroy US AS WELL.  Examples of persons who are angry and feel monstrously abused by the seeming unfairness of life are all around us.  You see it in the parents whose child dies a few hours after birth from spina bifida.  You see it in the newlywed whose soldier spouse is shipped overseas and then killed a few days later when he steps on a landmine.  It’s felt by the retiree who invested her entire lifesavings with Bernie Madoff only to discover that there’s now nothing left of her precious nest egg.  As tragic as the loss may be, it becomes DOUBLY tragic when we find no release from all the anger and the pain, when we allow it to build up and eat us alive like a slow-moving cancer.  
	Thus, we see that Job had to LOSE himself and everything he owned in order to FIND himself, and even more, for his eyes to see the patient presence of his God who refused to give up on him.  The book does not answer for either him OR us the enduring question of why good people suffer or why the wicked often appear to prosper.  In fact, it probably creates more QUESTIONS than it answers.  But rather than an answer to our constant questioning of “Why, God?” we discover we get something even MORE important- we get a relationship with him; he makes himself available to us to shout at and to be present with and THAT is MORE than enough to get us through whatever may come our way.
	In the final verses of the book, we see that somewhere along the line, someone felt the need to add an epilogue to it, presumably because it wasn’t happy or neat enough.  All the great poetry is gone and we are left with nothing but dull prose.  When Job repents, he prays for his friends who had spoken unjustly of him.  He is restored to his old estate where he is given twice as much as he had before.  His family returns, offering gifts of sympathy and money.  He fathers ten children and lives to see his great-grandchildren.  It ends like a fairy tale, with everyone living happily ever after.  
	If only life was as neat and idyllic as all that.  However, we know that it’s not the case, that quite often, people of faith who have endured deep injuries and terrible losses DO die angry or from a broken heart.  There is no happy ending for THEM.  My sister has buried a husband and four of her children over the past fifteen years and to be honest, I don’t see anything in the cards to help offset her losses or ease her pain any.  However, she knows that with God’s help, she just has to get on with life, that she has to take it one day at a time and be every bit appreciative for those persons STILL in her life- for her friends and family and remaining children.  
Where someone may have felt obliged to append a happier conclusion to the story, we as Christians know that God has contributed his OWN epilogue.  It’s called the New Testament wherein we discover the Gospel, the “good news” of Jesus Christ.  Where God had to overwhelm Job with all his majesty and greatness to humble him and teach him a lesson, God now overwhelms US with his WEAKNESS and VULNERABILITY- in the guise of his son, Jesus Christ.  What this means is that, if, like Job, you are ever tempted YOURSELF to complain for all the unfairness in YOUR life, WHATEVER it may be, remember that no one ever had greater cause to complain than Jesus HIMSELF, who though perfect and righteous in every way submitted himself to false unrest, an unjust trial, painful scourges, and the most horrendous death imaginable--death on a cross--that we might know and experience his Father’s love.  
And if, like Job, you ever begin to feel sorry for yourself and think that NOBODY has ever suffered the way YOU have, that NO ONE understands what it is you are now going through, then AGAIN, think of Jesus.  For in his thirty-three years on this earth, he experienced poverty and was well acquainted with pain.  He understood loneliness and abandonment and rejection.  He personally endured hunger and thirst and temptation and sorrow and EVEN DEATH itself.  Believe me when I say that HE UNDERSTANDS for he has walked in our shoes.  Remember that every moment of every day, through the good times and in the bad, you are loved and your life is safely secured in the arms of someone who understands you and who will never let you go.  Do YOU find yourself afflicted, cast down, stressed out, facing difficult times this morning?  Then don’t despair.  Look to Christ.  Seek his strength.  Hold fast to his word.  And you TOO will experience the peace of his comforting presence, one that will help you surmount every difficulty.  I promise.  Let us pray…
Heavenly Father, help us to submit ourselves completely into your hands.  Help us to abandon every care, every worry, every need to justify ourselves and instead to trust you to take care of them for us.  In this way, we shall experience your peace and grow in your love.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
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