
Why Me, Lord? #4

“Why?”

Job 3

A philosophy professor had informed his students that the final exam would be a single essay question. When the students arrived on that day, they noticed that a screen covered the chalkboard. Once the exam books were distributed, the professor raised the screen to reveal the one-word question: Why? 

Some students sat motionless, stunned. Others began writing furiously, page after page, drawing on all that had been taught that semester. One student, though, simply wrote the words, “Why not?” and handed in his exam book. He got an A on the test.

Oh, if it were just that simple!

We may never face that one-word question on a philosophy exam, but chances are we have asked it at one time or another in our lives. Especially in the face of suffering. For as long as man has witnessed (or experienced) pain, this three-letter word is raised. Sociologists and psychologists and philosophers may ask the question, “Why?” but those with a spiritual interest may ask, “Why, God?” And when we are the recipients of such suffering, the question may be voiced, “Why me, God?”

How can we reconcile the holy, loving, powerful nature of God with the suffering of mankind that seems to go unchecked in our world—especially those who don’t seem to deserve it? Some have concluded that either God must not as good as we think He is, or He must not as powerful as we think He is. For either God has the power to do something about evil and He doesn’t, which means He’s not all that good, or He really wants to see good triumph, and is powerless to do anything about it. In either case, He would not be the God of the Scriptures, who is portrayed as holy, good, and powerful.

Just raising these questions may cause some to fear we are venturing into the realms of heresy or blasphemy. “How dare we question God about anything!” is the reply they might give. But the fact is that people have (and continue to) ask God tough questions, and, if we are honest, we probably have, too.

If so, we are in good company. Many individuals in the pages of Scripture wrestled with this same problem, were not afraid to voice their questions. Amazingly enough, God did not strike them with lightning nor condemn them for a lack of faith.

One such biblical character was Job. So far in our study we have seen Job lose everything—his wealth, his health, and all of his children. His wife encourages his to give up and die. Three friends come to comfort him and, in accordance with the custom of the day, they remain silent until Job speaks. For seven days and nights they sit in silence. And when Job finally speaks in chapter three, they are shocked…as are we.

Beginning in chapter three, the book of Job features poetry until the last half of chapter 42—the final chapter of the book. Hebrew poetry is not like English poetry, based on rhyme, but rather parallelism, what some call “rhythm of thought.” The first line is echoed or contrasted by the second line. This makes obscure words or phrases understandable, and it allows Hebrew poetry to be translatable in every language.

The poetry of Job, however, is the most difficult in the Hebrew Bible. The text is full of words with uncertain meaning, so the parallelism is sometimes difficult to follow.

Furthermore, this chapter is simply not a pleasant passage. I don’t know of a person who has ever said to me that Job 3 is his or her favorite chapter in the Bible. I don’t even know anyone who has ever memorized a verse out of Job 3. It’s one of those chapters that make you shake your head, sigh, and turn quickly to the next scene. It’s here the scabs are pulled from the sores as the pus of reality runs down Job’s life. It’s not only unedited, it’s raw and borderline heretical!
 One commentator notes,

The third chapter of Job must be one of the most depressing chapters in the Bible. While some might be as depressed as Job was and use these verses to give vent to their feelings, few sermons are made from this chapter, few verses are claimed as promises, and few are remembered for the warmth of their sentiment. It is the lowest of several low points in the book.

Job’s journey involves despair, physical and mental suffering, counseling, anger, desperate appeals to God, and anything-but-passive waiting. He entered a tunnel of darkness and had no idea where it led.
 Job keeps his hold on God, but he must somehow ventilate his grief. We can learn from this. One of the great problems of Western culture has been our inability to express our feelings freely, whether happy or sad.
 I regularly counsel folks not to bottle up their emotions. Job certainly does not!

In this chapter we are taken inside Job’s heart and made to feel his anguish. The cause of his pain is not so much his losses, his illness, or his wife’s tempting words. It is much more the absence and silence of God which troubles him now. Here Job is trying desperately to get his experience and his faith together. He is attempting to allow his faith to interpret his shocking experience. He cannot understand what has happened—why God has allowed it to happen. What God is doing hurts desperately. But Job holds on in despairing faith that God is nonetheless a God of integrity, justice and truth.

It cannot be emphasized too strongly that the startling sentiments expressed in this speech do not mean that Job has cracked under the strain. There is no hint that the Satan has finally wins the bet. Self-control is something quite different from not showing one’s emotions. Job is no Stoic, striving to be pure mind with no feeling.
 When you read Job, you connect with the man’s misery, especially if you have known such depths yourself. None but the aching heart can feel such anguish.
 

 Job asks three questions, all beginning with that three-letter word, “Why?”

A Question of Significance

The first ten verses of chapter three raise a question of significance. Job asks, “Why was I born?”

After this, Job opened his mouth and cursed the day of his birth. He said: “May the day of my birth perish, and the night it was said, ‘A boy is born!’ That day—may it turn to darkness; may God above not care about it; may no light shine upon it. May darkness and deep shadow claim it once more; may a cloud settle over it; may blackness overwhelm its light. That night—may thick darkness seize it; may it not be included among the days of the year nor be entered in any of the months. May that night be barren; may no shout of joy be heard in it. May those who curse days curse that day, those who are ready to rouse Leviathan. May its morning stars become dark; may it wait for daylight in vain and not see the first rays of dawn, for it did not shut the doors of the womb on me to hide trouble from my eyes.”

After seven days of silent suffering, Job spoke, not to curse God but to curse the day of his birth. This is not quite the same as saying, “I wish I were dead”; though Job did express that desire more than once (Job 6:9; 7:15–16; 14:13).
 

Job cursed “the day of his birth” (literally, his day). If the day on which he was born had been wiped from the calendar, he could have avoided being born. Job then backed up to the moment at night when he was conceived. Apparently he considered conception the beginning of his existence.

He is saying, passionately and eloquently, I wish I were dead. In fact, I wish I had never been born or that I had died at birth. All the good things of my life till now were not worth it if they end in such unbearable pain. I like the Anchor Bible’s rendering of Job’s first line, “Damn the day I was born.” “Perish” is closer to the Hebrew, but “damn” catches the mood and the rhythm of Job’s outburst better.

Job’s life, which has been a joy to him because of God’s favor, is now an intolerable burden. He is as close as he will ever come to cursing God, but he does not do it.
 Instead, Job views his own birthday as a disaster.

The passage is strikingly similar to Jeremiah 20:14-17. There the prophet has been beaten and imprisoned for warning the people that they do not deserve God’s protection in the coming war, and he complains to God about the burden of being a prophet in these words: “Accursed be the day that I was born…accursed be the man who brought my father the news…and gave him such joy…. Why did I ever issue from the womb?”
 Pain makes us forget the joys of the past; instead, we concentrate on the hopelessness of the future.

Verse eight mentions Leviathan. What in the world is Leviathan? Webster’s dictionary offers this definition, “a sea monster represented as an adversary.” But it goes further back than that. More specifically, Leviathan was a seven-headed sea monster of ancient Near Eastern mythology. In the ancient Ugaritic literature of Canaan and Phoenicia, eclipses were caused by Leviathan’s coming out of the sea, swallowing the sun or the moon, causing darkness to be cast on this earth. As Leviathan was roused from its sleep in the sea, the myth saw it swallowing up the sun or the moon.

Was Job indicating belief in a creature of mythology? No, he was probably doing nothing more than utilizing for poetic purposes a common notion that his hearers would understand. This would have been similar to modern adults’ referring to Santa Claus. Mentioning his name does not mean that one believes such a person exists.

In the midst of his suffering, Job asks, “Why was I ever born?” We may wonder the same when we are in the pit of despair.

A Question of Survival

Second is a question of survival: “Why am I still here?” Verses 11-19 read,

“Why did I not perish at birth, and die as I came from the womb? Why were there knees to receive me and breasts that I might be nursed? For now I would be lying down in peace; I would be asleep and at rest with kings and counselors of the earth, who built for themselves places now lying in ruins, with rulers who had gold, who filled their houses with silver. Or why was I not hidden in the ground like a stillborn child, like an infant who never saw the light of day? There the wicked cease from turmoil, and there the weary are at rest. Captives also enjoy their ease; they no longer hear the slave driver’s shout. The small and the great are there, and the slave is freed from his master.”
From questioning his birth, now Job looks toward his death. Job felt that, if he had died, by whatever means, he’d have been better off; not because death offers rewards or joys; simply because it ends life’s miseries. Death is an important theme in the book of Job. The doctrine of rewards and punishments in the next world is not found in Job as an answer to the moral problem of the unequal fortunes of the present life. Job does not hope that death will rectify the injustice of his undeserved sufferings. It will be enough for him that it ends them.

The last half of the lament is a description of the world of the dead, the place the Jews called Sheol. That’s where Job wanted to be! The Old Testament does not give a complete and final revelation of life after death. Job saw Sheol as a shadowy place where the small and great rested together, away from the burdens and sufferings of life on earth. Job would rather be dead and have rest than be alive and bear the misery that had come to him. After all, he was in the dark as far as his future was concerned, so he might as well be in the darkness of Sheol.

“Sheol” is the Hebrew designation for the place of the dead. Job does not use the term in this lament, but it occurs eight times throughout the book (Job 7:9; 11:8; 14:13; 17:13, 16; 21:13; 24:19; 26:6).

The Bible has no place at all for the idea that death is extinction or the cessation of being. There is an underlying confidence that God continues to hold man’s true being in His hand, even after death. The Hebrews at first believed that when the body died, the soul went to Sheol, the abode of departed spirits. Sheol was almost a neutral existence. All human distinctions of glory and rank were gone, as were all the suffering and deprivation that might have been on earth. Since the Hebrews believed the genuine unity of body and spirit was basic to authentic human existence, Sheol had to be a kind of half-life at best. Any distinctions, brought about by living righteously or unrighteously on earth, were not detailed. That all the dead were there was especially humbling for the great ones of the world, whom death always brought low. The Jews assumed that the praise of God, possible for a complete human—body and spirit—was not equally possible for the person who, after death, was less than his true self.

And so Job wonders, “Why am I still here? Wouldn’t I be better off dead?” He sees no future left for him.
 This is the definition of hopelessness, the end of one’s rope.

A Question of Suffering

Finally there is a question of suffering: “Why am I hurting?” in verses 20-26,

“Why is light given to those in misery, and life to the bitter of soul, to those who long for death that does not come, who search for it more than for hidden treasure, who are filled with gladness and rejoice when they reach the grave? Why is life given to a man whose way is hidden, whom God has hedged in? For sighing comes to me instead of food; my groans pour out like water. What I feared has come upon me; what I dreaded has happened to me. I have no peace, no quietness; I have no rest, but only turmoil.”
So far Job has found life intolerable and death desirable. Now he strikes deeper into the problem by asking why any of this should happen at all. “Light” and “life” are similar, since the realm of death is a dark place. Why should the result of God’s good gift of life be that those who have it wish to be rid of it?

It should be noted, though, that in his desire for death Job never entertains the option of suicide. Suicide was not acceptable for the person of faith, because it signified that one had lost all hope in God. Having this strong conviction, Job can seek relief from his pain in death only through having the day of his birth removed from the calendar or prompting God to send him to Sheol.
 This is not a defense of suicide or so-called “mercy killing.”

In verse 23 Job refers to those “whom God has hedged in.” Earlier Satan argued that God had fenced Job in to keep him safe from any harm and thus Job grew prosperous without any hindrances. But now an anguished Job complains that God has fenced him about to keep any help from reaching him. To Job it appears that God has locked him into turmoil and thrown away the key.
 Satan saw God’s hedge as a protection; Job finds it a restriction. He feels trapped.
 Depression is beginning to take over. He is in God’s trap, and there is no way out.

Verse 25 concludes, “What I feared has come upon me; what I dreaded has happened to me.” Does this mean Job was a pessimist, always expecting the worst? No. In fact, I don’t think this statement has anything to do with the loss of his wealth, his health, or his children. The very thing he had dreaded, namely the loss of God’s favor, has happened to him, and he has no idea why.
 He feels abandoned by God, and he doesn’t know why.

If you were reading this book for the first time you would be shocked at this outburst from Job. Up to this point his only response to his troubles has been the calmest resignation. When Job lost his family and possessions, he said nothing. After his health was blasted, he calmed his distraught wife. But now this has changed. The friends have compassionately remained in shocked silence, politely awaiting the first response from the sufferer. His cry of anguish and confusion, when it finally comes, is almost a relief to us, because it virtually puts Job back into the human race. This lament is a masterpiece for helping us understand something of the dark night of the soul. In fact, it is that total blackness that so surprises us.

These are the harshest words Job utters against himself in the entire book. They startle us. The friends too are shocked. They fear that his faith in God has melted into distrust. Why would one who refused to curse God be so hostile toward his own life? The contrast between the Job of the prologue and the Job of the poem could not be sharper. Though Job approaches the brink of cursing God, he does not. Instead he vents the venom of his anguish by wishing that he were dead. He survives his darkest hour, since he neither curses God nor takes his fate into his own hands.

Some have wondered whether we see here a different Job from the character portrayed by the confident speeches of the prologue, but I am not persuaded. The statements in the prologue concern Job’s posture toward God’s rights: God gave, so he has the right to take away (1:21); God has the right to give both good and bad (2:10). In contrast, chapter 3 begins to express Job’s posture toward his own circumstances. Distress over one’s circumstances is normal; therefore, we can hardly blame Job for his response. Though God is sovereign and Job therefore must hold him responsible, this is not the same as questioning God’s rights.

There was a time when if a Christian suffered from a depression that resulted in this kind of thinking and candid admission, you never said so publicly. You swallowed your sorrow. The pervasive opinion then was simple: Christians didn’t have breakdowns. Furthermore, you certainly didn’t stay depressed! “Shame upon shame that you didn’t trust the Lord through your struggle and find Him faithful to help you with your depression.”

I told you at the beginning that this would be a difficult message to hear. This is one of the toughest chapters of the Bible to digest. Some of it is downright offensive. You don’t want to think a man as great as Job in chapters 1 and 2 is the same man you meet in chapter 3. Why? Partly because we have this skewed idea that anybody who walks this closely with God lives happily ever after. After all, “God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life.”

We need to understand that God’s “wonderful plan” is wonderful from His perspective, not yours and mine. To us, “wonderful” means comfortable, healthy, all bills paid, no debt, never sick, happily married with two well-behaved children, a fulfilling, well-paying job, and the anticipation of nothing but blessing and success and prosperity forever. That’s “wonderful” to us. But God’s wonderful plan is not like that.

Job brings us back to reality—God’s kind of reality. Remember his question, the one he asked his wife? “Shall we accept good from God and not accept adversity?” And remember that closing line? “In all this Job did not sin with his lips.”
The same man soon steps into a whole new frame of reference. That’s why Job 3 makes us uneasy. We don’t want our hero to think or talk like he does here. He doesn’t seem like he’s a man of God anymore. He even has the audacity to say at the end, “I am not at ease. I am not quiet. I am not at rest. I am in turmoil.” What has happened? We are given entrance into a dark side of Job’s life that is as real as any of our lives today, but the difference is, Job lets it all out. Thankfully, he reminds us even the godly can be depressed.

I think it is noteworthy that there is no blast against Job at the end of chapter 3. God doesn’t say, “Shame on you, Job.” God could handle Job’s words. He understood why he said what he said. And He understands you.

Some of you hearing this message may be in the pit, struggling to find your way back. It’s possible that things have gotten so dark you need a competent Christian psychologist (or psychiatrist) to help you find your way. The most intelligent thing you can do is locate one and go. In fact, go as long as you need to go. Make sure that counselor really does know the Lord Jesus and is truly competent, able to provide the direction you need so you can work your way through your maze of misery. And I would add, “God bless you for every hour you spend finding your way out of the hole that you have been in. There is hope. Our faithful God will see you through.”

And to those engaged in the work of psychology or psychiatry who know our Savior and respects God’s Word and trusts in its truths, I say, “Go for it. Stay at it. Help all you can for as long as you can. Many hurting brothers and sisters in God’s family need what you can provide. We appreciate you, and our prayers are with you.”

The hardest questions of life often begin with the word, “Why?” We aren’t always given the answers, but we are always given hope when we trust in the Lord.
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