
Why Me, Lord? #6

“Bilious Bildad”

Job 8-10; 18-19; 25-27

Growing up in church from a young age, I was exposed to (and passed along) a lot of lame Bible jokes. One that comes to mind goes like this: “Who is the shortest man in the Bible?” Adults who knew their Bible usually replied, “Zacchaeus.” To which I would smile and say, “No, it’s Knee-high-miah.” But one day I ran into someone with an equally lame sense of humor who corrected me by saying, “The shortest man in the Bible was Bildad the shoe-height.” (When you groan out loud I will know you got it!)

He was not the shortest man in the Bible (at least as far as we know), but Bildad the Shuhite was a real person. The name Bildad does not appear anywhere else in the Bible, and it may have meant “Darling of God.” (Unfortunately his words are a complete betrayal of his name’s meaning.) He was probably younger than Eliphaz, but he tries to seem older by putting high value on old ideas, as we will see.

The designation “Shuhite” may mean that Bildad was a descendant of Shuah, the youngest son of Abraham and Keturah, according to Genesis 25:2.
 Many Christians are not aware that, after Sarah died, Abraham remarried and had several sons. These sons were not to inherit the promise through Isaac, yet Abraham did not leave them destitute, as Genesis 25:4-5 indicate: “Abraham left everything he owned to Isaac. But while he was still living, he gave gifts to the sons of his concubines and sent them away from his son Isaac to the land of the east.” This all fits with Job being “the greatest of all the people of the east” (Job 1:3), somewhere to the east of the Promised Land.

For the title of this message I am borrowing from Schaper’s book, Why Me, God? and he calls the chapter, “Bilious Bildad.” It sounded poetic, but I confess I had to look up the definition of the word. According to Webster’s Dictionary, the literal meaning of “bilious” is “of or relating to bile” (the gross stuff that comes from the liver). In a more figurative sense means, “indicative of a peevish ill-natured disposition” or “sickeningly unpleasant.”
 And, as we encounter him in the pages of Job, we will find this description pretty well hits the nail on the head! Chuck Swindoll writes, 
If you think Eliphaz was offensive, just wait until you meet Bildad. Talk about a human porcupine. His blunt approach is evidenced in his opening line: “How long will you say these things, and the words of your mouth be a mighty wind?” (Job 8:2). In today’s terms, “You windbag!”

Nice guy, huh? With friends like that, who needs enemies? 

Bildad’s Wordy Rambling

Let’s take a look at Bildad’s wordy rambling. In our last study we saw how Eliphaz based his arguments on his observation (“I have seen”) and the occurrence of a terrifying dream with its whispered words from a spirit. Eliphaz was the voice of experience. Bildad, however, appealed to antiquity, citing the experience of others. Possibly younger than Eliphaz, Bildad attempted to outdo him by appealing to an even greater authority than Eliphaz’.
 He says to Job, “Inquire of past generations” (Job 8:8). He urges Job to go back into the chronicle of history and check what happened there. In effect, Bildad says, “In light of this, tradition teaches us that.”
 His is the voice of education.

Throughout his speeches, Bildad invokes the sages and scholars of previous generations. He is challenging Job: “Do you think you’re smarter than all the wise men of history put together? They believed in a righteous God; why can’t you?”
 To be sure, we can learn from the past. I’m sure you’ve heard the famous saying by George Santayana. “Those who do not remember the past are condemned to relive it.” But the past must be a rudder to guide us and not an anchor to hold us back. The fact that something was said or written years ago is no guarantee it is right.

Bildad is the “traditionalist par excellence.” He goes by the book. His source of information is not experience (like Eliphaz), but his scholarship. One writer comments that “Bildad’s source of enlightenment is not a personal contact with a present God, but scholarly learning and archaeological hoarding.” Here is a theologian who is quite well read, but who is entirely wedded to the past.

This is not to reject anything from the past. As Warren Wiersbe points out,

“Tradition” and “traditionalism” are two different things. Historian Jeroslav Pelikan expresses this difference accurately when he says, “Tradition is the living faith of the dead; traditionalism is the dead faith of the living.” To Bildad, the past was a parking lot; but God wants the past to be a launching pad. We stand with the ancients so that we can walk with them and move toward the goals that they were seeking. This includes our knowledge of God as well as our knowledge of man and the world.

Bildad is the kind of man who has a text for all eventualities, prefabricated solutions for all the problems and all the perplexities of life. Today Bildad would use the Bible as a bludgeon rather than a balm. His memorized texts, along with his own dogmatic interpretation of them, would be brought to bear upon the situation, and no other comment would be possible.
 His answers were right because 6 out of 5 scholars say so.

Bildad speaks in Job 8; 18, and 25 respectively. In chapter 8, Bildad has just listened to the exchange between Job and Eliphaz. Eliphaz had pressed the issue that mortal men cannot be righteous before God (Job 4:17). Job had not only refused to accept the idea but had implied that God was wrong in hounding him so and watching his every move (Job 7:20). Between Eliphaz’s accusations and Job’s shocking impetuous words, the exchange was at best a draw. So Bildad comes out swinging in Job 8:1-7,

Then Bildad the Shuhite replied: “How long will you say such things? Your words are a blustering wind. Does God pervert justice? Does the Almighty pervert what is right? When your children sinned against him, he gave them over to the penalty of their sin. But if you will look to God and plead with the Almighty, if you are pure and upright, even now he will rouse himself on your behalf and restore you to your rightful place. Your beginnings will seem humble, so prosperous will your future be.
Whereas Eliphaz had begun politely, Bildad in his shorter speech began abruptly. Eliphaz began with a question that was soft and courteous, but Bildad’s opening query was blunt and discourteous.
 In this first speech, Bildad launched into three lines of argument. Here’s the way Bildad ‘s “sermon” would look in outline form:

• First, The Character of God—Job 8:3-7 (“Look Up, Job!”)

• Second, The Wisdom of the Past—Job 8:8-10 (“Look Back, Job!”)

• Third, The Evidence of Nature—Job 8:11-19 (“Look Around, Job!”)

• Concluding Comments—Job 8:20-22

Like Eliphaz, Bildad held the common view that man’s calamities are the consequence of his iniquities. Also like Eliphaz, Bildad pointed Job to the possibility of recovery if he would acknowledge his wrongdoing.

He begins, though, with the heartless, cruel conclusion that Job’s children must have sinned and that their punishment was therefore most appropriate. Remember that Job himself had presumed upon the possibility of secret sin on the part of his children and offered sacrifices for them. Job can hardly accept the idea that all of his children had all sinned so heinously that all had been destroyed at once. Bildad puts the theological knife to a good father’s heart and cruelly twists it.

Bildad is objective and analytical in his speech about God and man. As a result he is a neat but superficial thinker. He is a moralist, and in his simple theology everything can be explained in terms of two kinds of men—the blameless (tām, verse 20; used of Job in 1:1) and the secretly wicked (ānēp, verse 13b). Outwardly the same, God distinguishes them by prospering the one and destroying the other. To suggest that it ever happens otherwise is to throw doubt on God’s justice…according to Bildad.

I agree with Swindoll who writes, 

I’m going to be painfully frank—I find it amazing that Job didn’t haul off and punch Bildad right in the kisser! But Job, being a man of heroic endurance, restrains himself. (It’s a good thing this book is titled Job…not Chuck. Let me just put it to you straight, okay? If that verse were Chuck 8:4, you wouldn’t read what you just read). Job’s silence is remarkable. He gets hit repeatedly below the belt, but Job allowed the man time to keep swinging. To make matters worse, Bildad says what he says in the name of God.

Bildad resorts to the time-honored academic and religious strategy of appeal to ancient authority.
 According to Bildad, Job’s idea that he was suffering without having willfully sinned was contrary to the past and therefore wrong. “Bildad’s position is that what is true is not new, and what is new is not true.”
 As often happens, the weaker the case, the more confidently it is stated. Bildad appeals to the wisdom of the ancients, as if what he is saying is common knowledge. There is a delightful touch of satire in this paragraph. Here the author of Job seems to hint at one of the purposes of his work: to question such tradition and to upset the people who hold it unthinkingly.

Bildad wraps up his first speech in Job 8:20-22,

Surely God does not reject a blameless man or strengthen the hands of evildoers. He will yet fill your mouth with laughter and your lips with shouts of joy. Your enemies will be clothed in shame, and the tents of the wicked will be no more.

After another insulting implication regarding Job’s lack of integrity, the man drifts into a set of empty comments about life hereafter, where Job would once again know joy. The bottom line is clear—Bildad missed it by a mile. He had no clue about what Job needed.

In Job 18, Bildad’s second speech, it is clear that he really has nothing more to say. Yet he can hope that a repeated and even more florid picture of the wicked and his fate will bring Job to his senses.
 Practically the whole speech seems to be but a succession of traditional maxims or proverbs drawn from “the wisdom of the sons of the east.”
 The second speech of Bildad’s, like Eliphaz’s second speech, is more caustic than his first. Whereas Bildad mentioned God by name six times in chapter 8, he referred to Him only once in chapter 18. Both men initially had held out hope for Job if he repented, but that hope was not considered a possibility by either man in his second speech.

Here’s the way Bildad thinks. God is just and fair. God not only punishes the wicked, He blesses the righteous. If you repent, God will bless you and relieve you of your affliction. If you don’t repent, He’ll keep judging you and your pain will continue. 
Here’s the snag: Job isn’t in need of repenting because he hasn’t done anything wrong. But, like some folks to this day, Bildad’s theology doesn’t have room for mystery. Everything is black or white. If you obey, you will be blessed. Those in God’s will enjoy great prosperity and good health. But if you suffer, you’re out of God’s will. He wants everybody well. What flawed theology! Since God is sovereign and all powerful, if He wanted everybody well, we’d all be well. After all, He’s God…but it’s not like that.

God deliberately allows sickness. For mysterious reasons beyond our comprehension, He permits pain. And then there are other times for reasons that are clearly revealed, He tests us. The point is, He is in charge. That means we’re not. If we pray for the healing of an individual, and healing doesn’t occur, we are not to conclude it’s his or her fault. Because God doesn’t want everyone well. 
Paul prayed three separate times that his thorn in the flesh would be taken from him. And the Lord answered “No, no, no.” Paul not only stopped praying for relief, he accepted God’s firm no as final. Then he responded with an acceptance speech that cannot be improved on:

He has said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness.” Most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ’s sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong (2 Corinthians 12:9-10).

What a magnificent, mature response! Paul was willing to accept the mystery of God’s will in leaving him with the affliction after he had prayed for relief three times!

But Bildad left no room for mystery. What was in Bildad’s mind? Something like this: “It’s clear to us that there is secret sin somewhere in your life. If we press the issue long enough you will finally admit it.”
 (Not unlike the interrogations that go on and on and on until the suspect breaks and confesses to something he didn’t do.)

In the end, Bildad is more concerned for his own reputation and being right than for meeting Job’s need.
 His description of the fate of the wicked is academic. He thinks God’s justice consists of his maintenance of natural and moral laws, without feeling or emotion. This is a common opinion of philosophers, whose god is a factor in a formula.
 Bildad did not have a tender heart.

In Job 25 Bildad speaks for the final time (thank the Lord!) This is the shortest speech in the book and focuses on God’s power (vv. 1–3) and justice (vv. 4–6). It is disturbing to see how Job’s friends speak so knowingly about God when, in the end, God revealed that they really didn’t know what they were talking about. Too often, those who say the most about God know the least about God.

The discussion is nearly exhausted. The brevity of Bildad’s final speech and the absence of a third speech by Zophar are indications that the friends have run out of fuel.
 

Job’s Weary Reaction

Now we turn to Job’s weary reaction. He is infinitely sad. He could have foretold all the words of Bildad. Of course God is just. Of course man cannot vindicate himself before Him. But that argument does not touch his bitter problem. God has condemned him, and he doesn’t know why.

In chapter nine Job lifts a hymn of praise to the power of God (vv. 5-10) within a kind of skeptical parenthesis (vv. 1-4, 11-13) that shows his sarcastic response to this power. I like how The Message catches the tone:

So what’s new? I know all this. The question is, “How can mere mortals get right with God?” If we wanted to bring our case before him, what chance would we have? Not one in a thousand! God’s wisdom is so deep, God’s power so immense, who could take him on and come out in one piece? He moves mountains before they know what’s happened, flips them on their heads on a whim. He gives the earth a good shaking up, rocks it down to its very foundations. He tells the sun, “Don’t shine,” and it doesn’t; he pulls the blinds on the stars. All by himself he stretches out the heavens and strides on the waves of the sea. He designed the Big Dipper and Orion, the Pleiades and Alpha Centauri. We’ll never comprehend all the great things he does; his miracle-surprises can’t be counted. Somehow, though he moves right in front of me, I don’t see him; quietly but surely he’s active, and I miss it. If he steals you blind, who can stop him? Who’s going to say, “Hey, what are you doing?” God doesn’t hold back on his anger; even dragon-bred monsters cringe before him. (Job 9:1-13, msg)

No one can stand against God, and Job certainly can’t even find Him, no matter how powerful He is. By this clever argument Job shifts the whole question that Bildad raised. He said that God is sovereign and man is sinful. Job says that God is arbitrary and man is weak. It is not a question of ethical value but relative strength, and Job resents it.

From this point on, the emphasis in the discussion is on the justice of God; and the image that is uppermost in Job’s mind is that of a legal trial. He wants to take God to court and have opportunity to prove his own integrity. A glance at some of the vocabulary indicates this:

contend (Job 9:3; 10:2) = enter into litigation

answer (9:3, 16) = testify in court

judge (v. 15) = an opponent at law, accuser

set a time (v. 19) = summon to court

daysman (v. 33) = an umpire, an arbitrator

reason (13:3) = argue a case

order my cause (v. 18) = prepare my case

plead (v. 19; 23:6) = dispute in court

hear me (31:35) = give me a legal hearing

adversary (v. 35) = accuser in court

In Job 9 and 10, Job asks three questions: (1) “How can I be righteous before God?” (2) “How can I meet God in court?” and (3) “Why was I born?” See how these questions connect: Job is righteous, but he has to prove it. How can a mortal man prove himself righteous before God? Can he take God to court? But if God doesn’t step in and testify on Job’s behalf, what is the purpose of all this suffering? Why was he even born?

Job is offended by Bildad’s accusation that he is looking to put God on trial. On the contrary, says Job, I want God to put me on trial. I want Him to produce evidence, convince me that I deserve all this misery.

We see in Job 9:33 one of the great flashes of insight of the Old Testament. “There is no umpire between us, who may lay his hand upon us both.” Job does not discover the answer, but he is brave enough to imagine the possibility and regret its lack. An “umpire” is not just a judge to bring God and man to trial. He is not just an arbiter or referee who would make a decision. Rather, he is one who can reconcile, who can place a hand upon both God and man. He is a mediator, an intermediary, and by implication he is one who would so relate to God and man, so be God and man that he could participate in the reality of both.

Job is not predicting the coming of Jesus, but it cannot be denied that in his misery he envisions the benefits of the Incarnation, the reconciling work of one who would be completely God and completely man. Without the mediator, Job knows that God is not responding to him, and he mocks God with the possibility that God is now imitating the wicked by condemning the innocent (Job 10:1-7).

This is really blasphemous, but we must have patience with Job. He is probably at his lowest point. Thank God that this is not his final word and that none of us is judged until all the results are in! At least Job is thinking and wrestling with the issues. The friends don’t blaspheme, but neither do they risk to open their eyes wide. They end up proper but wrong.

Would that Job had lived many centuries later! “There is One Mediator,” Paul writes to his younger friend Timothy referring to Him who represents us before God the Father. He is none other than Christ Jesus the Lord.

This is good and acceptable in the sight of God our Savior, who desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth. For there is one God, and one mediator also between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave Himself as a ransom for all, the testimony given at the proper time. (1 Timothy 2:3-6)

Paul writes of our mediator, our arbitrator, “there is one mediator between God and men,” and He is specifically identified as “the man Christ Jesus.” When it comes to eternal life, there are not many mediators. There is only one, Christ Jesus. Don’t be afraid to be that specific. Jesus wasn’t. During His earthly ministry Jesus spoke of Himself as “the Way, the Truth and the Life; no one comes to the Father but through Me” (John 14:6).

Job’s second response to Bildad in chapter 19 in an outburst that is more despairing than anything we have heard from him.
 Don’t miss how Job uses Bildad’s words to begin his own, “How long?” Then Job responded, “How long will you torment me and crush me with words? These ten times you have insulted me: You are not ashamed to wrong me.” (Job 19:1-3) Look at those four passionate verbs: torment, crush, insult, wrong. What brutal blows Job took! What a blast of hot air from the furnace of Bildad’s mouth. How devastating! To be fair, I don’t think Bildad sat on the edge of his bed that morning thinking, “Let’s see, how can I possibly insult Job today?” Verbal abuse is committed most often by those with huge blind spots. Like Bildad, it got worse the longer they talked.

Yet in all of this weariness and hopelessness, Job utters words in Job 19:25-27 that stand as a highlight of the book…if not the entire Bible!

I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand upon the earth. And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will see him with my own eyes—I, and not another. How my heart yearns within me! 

Every commentator will immediately note that the text of this passage is extremely difficult, leaving open possibilities for several different readings. Almost any Bible of recent publication will have an array of footnotes and marginal readings. The textual problems notwithstanding, this is a passage of amazing hope and beauty. At the very least Job feels that his case with God will be resolved to his satisfaction and that he will be granted a vision of God. At the very most Job has a deep presentiment that he will in some marvelous way live with God in a new physical reality—a lightning flash, however fleeting, that illumines the great truth of the resurrection of the body.

The Hebrew word translated “Redeemer” in verse 25 refers to the kinsman redeemer, the near relative who could avenge his brother’s blood (Deut. 19:6–12), reclaim and restore his brother’s property (Lev. 25:23–24, 39–55), and set his brother free from slavery (Lev. 25:25). The kinsman redeemer could also go to court on behalf of a wronged relative (Prov. 23:10–11). In the Book of Ruth, Boaz is the kinsman redeemer who was willing and able to rescue Ruth and give her a new life in a new land.

Previously, Job had talked about his need for an umpire and an advocate in heaven. Now he takes it a step further: his Redeemer will one day vindicate him, and Job will be there to witness it! When you consider how little God had revealed in Job’s day about the future life, these words become a remarkable testimony of faith.

Job’s final rejoinder to Bildad in Job 26:1-4 is “dripping with irony.” In sarcastic indignation, Job fired back at Bildad. Bildad had viewed Job as one with no power (“weak”), no strength, and no wisdom. Why then had he not helped him, supported him, and counseled him? Speaking of the “helpful insight” Bildad had “abundantly provided” (26:3), Job was no doubt sarcastically blasting Bildad’s short speech, which was given without help, without insight, and without kindness.
 Job wants Bildad to know what a miserable failure he has been both in providing comfort for a sufferer.

Our Wise Response

What can we learn from this? Our wise response to these chapters is to determine not to do what Bildad did.

First of all, we need to understand that knowledge is not the same as wisdom. Knowledge has to do with facts, data, and information. Knowledge is what education and scholarship emphasizes most. I am reminded of the words of Ecclesiastes 12:12, “Of making many books there is no end, and much study wearies the body.” We are in a day of information, paper, copy, words, books—more than we can ever read and most of which will not do a thing for us eternally. Yet we keep punching out words. It is indeed “wearying to the body.”

Bildad was the voice of education—quoting the experts of time past. I must admit that it is tempting to fall into that trap, relying on the thoughts of others instead of coming up with my own thoughts. Anyone who reads or listens to my sermons knows that I study a lot, and I cite the sources I use. (I was taught in college that quoting one source is called plagiarism, but citing many sources is called scholarship!) While education is valuable and scholarship can be helpful, it is possible to find some “expert” that agrees with what I want to say to add weight to my argument. This is what Bildad did.

On the surface, this verse seems to be a negative view of learning; but such is not the case. The statement is a warning to the student not to go beyond what God has written in His Word. Indeed, there are many books; and studying them can be a wearisome chore. But don’t permit man’s books to rob you of God’s wisdom.

Furthermore, while Bildad’s theology was correct—God is just—his application of that theology was wrong. Bildad was looking at only one aspect of God’s nature—His holiness and justice—and had forgotten His love, mercy, and goodness. Yes, “God is light” (1 John 1:5); but don’t forget that “God is love” (1 John 4:8, 16). His love is a holy love, and His holiness is exercised in love, even when He judges sin.
 Knowledge can build a one-sided argument; wisdom looks at the whole picture to see the truth.

Bildad’s inappropriate declaration of truth reminds us of the crucial importance of listening. This applies not only to counselors, but also to those given the ministry of preaching. Bildad had not heard where Job was in his need. His counseling and his preaching, even when it was true, missed the point.

Crisis and trauma are inevitable for most human beings. As men and women of faith, we are told to expect suffering. “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you” (1 Peter 4:12). But, we are surprised when terrible things happen. We don’t expect it and our initial reaction is disbelief and denial as if to say, “This isn’t possible. It can’t be true because it isn’t right and it doesn’t fit my perception of what is just and good.” Some may even feel that people who dedicate their lives to Christ should be more protected by God and miraculously escape experiences of violence. This is exactly the theology of Job’s friends. “If you are living a pure and holy life, you will not suffer” is the inherent theology of suffering in Bildad’s words.

Job probably thought the same thing…before his world fell apart. Now, amid the physical, emotional, and spiritual agony he was suffering, nothing made sense to Job. Centuries later, Abraham Lincoln would say, “I have been driven many times to my knees by the overwhelming conviction that I had nowhere else to go. My own wisdom, and that of all about me, seemed insufficient for the day.”
 That’s where Job was.

The behaviors and words of friends, family, leaders, co-workers, and strangers after the event can serve as salt in the wound or healing balm. As Job pours out the agony of his suffering in the presence of his friends, Bildad replies, “How long will you go on like this? You sound like a blustering wind” (Job 8:2, nlt). This remark has the impact of dragging Job into deeper despair. His knowledge was of no help to Job. Rather, it is abiding presence, loving listening, and timely words that bring the healing presence of Christ to the sufferer. “The Sovereign Lord has given me his words of wisdom, so that I know how to comfort the weary,” says Isaiah 50:4 (nlt). Comfort is wisdom incarnate.

Paul said it best in 1 Corinthians 8:1, “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.” Wisdom listens, learns, and loves. When education provides no answers, allow the Holy Spirit to guide us in what to say. The best thing to say may be nothing at all.
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