
Why Me, Lord? #11

“When God Appears”

Job 38:1-42:6

“Be careful what you ask for.” 

We can all think of instances where this line is appropriate, even in Scripture. This is especially true when it comes to the book of Job. Throughout the book Job has insistently called for an intervention from God. In his final defense Job says in Job 31:35, “Oh, that I had someone to hear me! I sign now my defense—let the Almighty answer me; let my accuser put his indictment in writing.” He now receives the Lord’s answer.

And his answer comes in a way even Job wasn’t prepared to experience. If you’re like me, you were taught that God’s message comes in calm and peaceful settings. His tone will be gentle and quiet, like that still small voice the boy Samuel heard from his bed in the temple and the prophet Elijah heard at the mouth of the cave at Horeb. We were also told His message will be predictable. But that’s not true. There are times when He gets our attention in a chaotic context. Following a close brush with death, we realize after the fact that He protected us from harm. Those messages put a chill down our spine. 

God doesn’t always tiptoe into our world making His presence known in a gentle manner. The prophet Nahum tells us it’s sometimes “in whirlwind and storm” in Nahum 1:3. When He gave Moses the Law at Mount Sinai, the mountain was surrounded by thick, heavy clouds where there were flashes of lightning and ear-splitting blasts of thunder in Exodus 19:16-19. Elijah and Ezekiel witnessed similar scenes when the Lord made His presence known. For some it was literally a “whirlwind” experience, like Job. When God broke the silence in Job 38:1, He bolted forth “out of the whirlwind.”
 One author writes, “The only possible fitting conclusion for this epic poem [is] God speaks from the Whirlwind.

God’s First Word

God’s first word begins in Job 38:1-3,

Then the Lord answered Job out of the storm. He said: “Who is this that darkens my counsel with words without knowledge? Brace yourself like a man; I will question you, and you shall answer me.”

Notice how God is named here: “The Lord,” referring to the Hebrew term Yahweh (technically YHWH). This is God’s personal name, shared only with those who are, so to speak, on a first-name basis with Him.
 

Yahweh was first used in the opening chapters of the book, where His personal relationship with Job was emphasized. Throughout chapters 3-37, though, Yahweh is not used; God is called El Shaddai, God the Almighty. In the book of Job this has become a way of speaking of God as detached and distant. With Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar, “Shaddai” has become a God not of personal grace and security, but of distance, detachment and impersonal almighty power.
 When Job and his friends talk about God, they use more abstract terms. But when Job actually encounters God, the relationship is a more personal one. No longer an object of theological conjecture and debate, God has become an awesomely real presence.

The mistake made by Job’s friends is to reduce God to workable definitions, a formula, so that they depend on systems of knowledge and belief, not the living Creator. They build upon idealistic systems, in essence creating God in their own image.
 Jewish author Martin Buber distinguishes between theology, the intellectual contemplation of the nature of God, and religion, the life-altering experience of actually being in the presence of God. [We can use the word “relationship” for “religion” here.] The difference between them is like the difference between reading a menu and having dinner. Theology can inform and enlighten, but only a personal relationship can nourish us. For thirty-five chapters, Job and his friends have been concerned with theology—reading the menu. With God’s appearance out of the whirlwind, the narrative turns back to relationship.
 
We might be tempted to think that God has finally arrived on the scene. He has, in truth, been present all along. Now that presence is made known. This is the first and greatest reassurance for Job. The Lord comes. God makes himself known. That is the most important thing these chapters have to say. The well-known anonymous meditation “Footprints” expresses this well:

One night a man had a dream. He dreamed he was walking along the beach with the Lord. Across the sky flashed scenes from his life. For each scene, he noticed two sets of footprints in the sand: one belonging to him, and the other to the Lord.

When the last scene of his life flashed before him, he looked back at the footprints in the sand. He noticed that many times along the path of his life there was only one set of footprints. He also noticed that it happened at the very lowest and saddest times in his life.

This really bothered him and he questioned the Lord about it. “Lord, you said that once I decided to follow you, you’d walk with me all the way. But I have noticed that during the most troublesome times in my life, there is only one set of footprints. I don’t understand why when I needed you most you would leave me.”

The Lord replied, “My son, my precious child, I love you and I would never leave you. During your times of trial and suffering, when you see only one set of footprints, it was then that I carried you.”

In these chapters I find it interesting what God does not do. He doesn’t give Job any answers to his questions. He doesn’t apologize for having been silent so long. He doesn’t offer a hint of information about the whole thing between Himself and Satan way back when it all started. Furthermore, God doesn’t acknowledge that Job has been through deep struggles. When He finally speaks, He begins with a reproof.
 God has not come down to earth to explain Himself or answer Job’s questions. God’s first words are, “I’ll ask the questions around here!”
 Job has come to believe that there are areas of life over which God either has no control or takes no interest. So he must be convinced that God is sovereign, fully possessed of the power and the will to control His world.

God’s address can be summarized in three questions:

1. “Can you explain My creation?” (Job 38:1–38)

2. “Can you oversee My creation?” (Job 38:39–39:30)

3. “Can you subdue My creation?” (Job 40:6–41:34)

By now, Job has gotten a bit independent and arrogant. You get like that when you defend yourself too long. When you’ve had to stand against the attacks of others, you tend to get a little presumptuous. God is going to communicate a number of things but “job one” is to get Job’s heart right before Him. God always knows how to do that. If you take the time to count them, you’ll find that God asks seventy-seven questions in these two speeches. His opening line is the first question Job must consider. The Living Bible renders it this way: “Why are you using your ignorance to deny My providence?” That is not meant to be cruel, only stop Job in his tracks. He needs a refresher course on who’s in charge, to realize that God’s ways and works are beyond his ability to understand.

God didn’t question Job’s integrity or sincerity; He only questioned Job’s ability to explain the ways of God in the world. Job had spoken the truth about God, as we will see, but his speeches had lacked humility. Job thought he knew about God, but he didn’t realize how much he didn’t know about God. Knowledge of our own ignorance is the first step toward true wisdom.

In the majority of Job 38, God asks Job a new series of questions regarding creation. They remind us of the song “Were You There?” as God repeatedly challenges Job to answer the most intricate and demanding questions. There is a strange irony in all this. God almost taunts Job with the most unexpected statements such as:

· “Where were you when I laid the earth's foundation? Tell me, if you understand. Who marked off its dimensions? Surely you know!” (Job 38:4-5)

· “Tell me, if you know all this.” (Job 38:18)

· “Surely you know, for you were already born! You have lived so many years!” (Job 38:21)

It is difficult to feel just what this approach is calculated to accomplish. Here is a man whose children are all dead, and who wrestles with the moral order of the universe, and God asks him to explain natural processes. What if he could? Would this answer the problem of pain for a man in the ashes?

Yet God is bringing Job to a renewed (because he supposedly knew it before his troubles began) realization of just what it means to be man in a universe created by God. Pride is the great problem of mankind, and so it has been ever since the Garden. Job may not be a maggot, but neither is he God. Until he can respond with a little more insight into the routine responsibilities of the Deity, he should be more reserved in his evaluation of how the more intricate matters should be managed.

We still need this reminder. God may not use the same items to strike awe and wonder into our hearts today, but this does not mean there are no mysteries left. How odd that man feels so proud to discover the amazing realities of the physical universe, almost assuming that he himself has placed all these marvels there! If anything is lacking in the advance of science and technology, it is humility. Not to demean the intelligence of man or deny the benefits of learning, but it is an admission that our wisdom to bring about the blessings of a good life for all mankind has not kept pace with our technological accomplishments.

It’s like what happens to us when we visit one of those giant telescopes where we can take a look into space, witnessing realms beyond the familiar. We step back, blink, shake our head, stuff our hands in our pockets, and get quiet. We don’t turn around and start instructing the person who runs the observatory. The enormity of it all makes us feel incredibly insignificant; we’re microscopic specks when compared to the telescopic vast-ness of outer space. It’s especially enormous because the One who could answer every question is talking to Job. He not only created it, He set it all in motion and keeps everything moving in clockwork precision.

Creating all these things is one thing; maintaining them for man’s good is quite something else. The Lord moved next into a series of questions about His providential working in the world. He moved from the inanimate world to the animate.

In the concluding verses of chapter 38 and into chapter 39, God turns to the animal creation and questions Job about matters that properly mystified the ancients. The feeding of lions and ravens, the birth and growth of the mountain goats, the habits of the wild asses, the wild ox, the ostrich, the horse, the hawk are all matters that Job cannot possibly understand. Of exceptional beauty and power is the portion describing the horse, especially as a beast of battle, in which role it was so prominent in the ancient world.

Conspicuous by its absence in this passage is any reference to human beings, as if God were saying to Job, “It’s not all about you. You are not the center of My universe.” God has an entire universe to care for, and Job is only a small part of it.
 These chapters are among the greatest nature poetry in world literature. Their purpose, however, is not the glorification of nature, but the vindication of nature’s God.

As chapter 40 opens, the Lord says to Job, “Will the one who contends with the Almighty correct him? Let him who accuses God answer him!” In other words, “Bring it on!” Wisely Job responds in verses 4-5, “I am unworthy—how can I reply to you? I put my hand over my mouth. I spoke once, but I have no answer—twice, but I will say no more.” Job’s response is inevitable. There is absolutely nothing for him to say, so he puts his hand over his mouth to silence any possible outcry.
 Christopher Morley writes, “I had a million questions to ask God; but when I met Him, they all fled my mind; and it didn’t seem to matter.”
 I can only imagine it will be there when we meet Him, too.

If you take the time to analyze those words, you’ll see that Job has three responses. The first is a response of humility. The second is a response of relief. And the third is a response of surrender. That’s all God wanted to hear. And what an important change for Job! Without realizing it, he had become this independent, determined, self-assured apologist defending himself. Without saying so, he’d begun to appear as if he had his arms around the providence of God.

His first response is verse 4, “I am insignificant!” The Hebrew term for insignificant means “light in weight” in contrast to the term translated “heavy.” We’d put it this way: “I’m a lightweight.” Frankly, it’s true. It is an appropriate term for Job to use after being asked so many things he couldn’t answer, and shown so much he didn’t understand. In unguarded humility the man admits, “I’m insignificant.”

His second statement is “What can I reply to You?” I see that as an expression of relief that God didn’t want answers, He knew the answers…all of them! He wanted Job to acknowledge, “I don’t know the answers. And if I don’t know about those things, how could I ever fully understand the profound mysteries surrounding my world?” By acknowledging that, quiet relief replaced troubling resistance. When we are broken and brought to the end of ourselves, it is not for the purpose of gaining more answers to spout off to others. It’s to help us acknowledge that the Lord is God, and His plans and reasons are deeper and higher and broader than we can comprehend. Therefore, we are relieved from having to give answers or defend them.

Job’s third response is a statement of surrender. “I put my hand on my mouth,” verse 4 concludes. I dare not say more. I’ve said enough—actually too much—already.
 There is so much wisdom in silence. Some people—Simon Peter comes to mind—speak even when they don’t know what to say! Job wisely closes his mouth and listens. Warren Wiersbe writes, “Until we are silenced before God, He can’t do for us what needs to be done. As long as we defend ourselves and argue with God, He can’t work for us and in us to accomplish His plan through us.”
 I am reminded of the words of Habakkuk 2:20, “But the Lord is in his holy temple; let all the earth be silent before him.”
A few years ago the gospel group Phillips, Craig and Dean recorded a song based on Ecclesiastes 5:2 that fits in perfectly here:

You are God in Heaven, and here am I on earth,

So I’ll let my words be few.

God’s Further Word

We might think that God has made His point and we can wrap this up. Not so fast. Even though Job is now in a more subdued frame of mind, this is evidently not enough. God speaks again, and this time new things are said.
 He begins in verses 6-8,

Then the Lord spoke to Job out of the storm: “Brace yourself like a man; I will question you, and you shall answer me. Would you discredit my justice? Would you condemn me to justify yourself?”
Unlike the first discourse, God here addresses the issues of his own justice and Job’s futile attempt at self-justification. In chapters 21 and 24, Job had complained about God’s indifference toward the wickedness of evil men. Here the Lord asserts his ability and determination to administer justice—a matter over which Job has no control.

Since Job has presumed to question God’s governance of the world, God suggests that Job take over. Job was trying to destroy God’s freedom by demanding that God act like Job. God retains His freedom, His mystery and His sovereignty. In confronting Job with the comparative insignificance of man, God acts, not like a man, but like God.

Instead of confronting Job again with the broad sweep of His creation, God selected only two creatures and asked Job to consider them. It’s as though God were saying, “My whole universe is too much for you to handle. However, here are two of My best products. What can you do with them?”

The first creature is described in Job 40:15-19,

Look at the behemoth, which I made along with you and which feeds on grass like an ox. What strength he has in his loins, what power in the muscles of his belly! His tail sways like a cedar; the sinews of his thighs are close-knit. His bones are tubes of bronze, his limbs like rods of iron. He ranks first among the works of God, yet his Maker can approach him with his sword. 

The second in Job 41:1-3,

Can you pull in the leviathan with a fishhook or tie down his tongue with a rope?  Can you put a cord through his nose or pierce his jaw with a hook? Will he keep begging you for mercy? Will he speak to you with gentle words? 

Behemoth is the plural of the Hebrew word for ‘beast’, here used as a proper name.
 It can also mean, “beast par excellence,” (as in “beast of beasts”), referring to a large land animal.
 Many scholars believe the behemoth was either a hippopotamus or a member of the elephant family.

Leviathan is the name of a seven-headed sea dragon in the old myths, particularly those of Canaan before the Israelite occupation. it does not prove that Leviathan is still a mythological monster in this poem. The extravagant picture fits the crocodile, but other identifications have been proposed, such as the whale, as seen in the New English Bible.
 Some of the description here sounds like a dragon or dinosaur of some kind, although the smoke from his nostrils and fire from his mouth may be poetic hyperbole.

The issue now is not the power of God but the justice of God. Job had said that God was unjust in the way He treated him (Job 6:29; 27:1–6) and in the way He failed to judge the wicked (Job 21:29–31; 24:1–17). In 40:9–14, God asked, “Job, do you have the strength and holy wrath it takes to judge sinners? If so, then start judging them! Humble the proud sinners and crush the wicked! Bury them! You claim that you can do a better job than I can of bringing justice to the world, so I’ll let you do it!” However, before God turned Job loose on the sinners, He asked him to put on his majestic robes and “practice” on two of His finest creatures, the behemoth and the leviathan. If Job succeeded in subduing them, then he would qualify to execute judgment against a sinful world.
 This is really what the book of Job is all about: It stands as a rebuke to anyone who thinks they could govern the world better than God does.

We see Job’s second reply in Job 42:1-6,

Then Job replied to the Lord: “I know that you can do all things; no plan of yours can be thwarted. [You asked,] ‘Who is this that obscures my counsel without knowledge?’ Surely I spoke of things I did not understand, things too wonderful for me to know. [“You said,] ‘Listen now, and I will speak; I will question you, and you shall answer me.’ My ears had heard of you but now my eyes have seen you. Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes.”
This is a magnificent response. First, Job acknowledges his stupidity in light of the power and wisdom of God. He admits that he was talking way beyond himself. Perhaps we need this reminder as well, especially if we readily assume that we have a great deal of knowledge about God and His works. We must not forget that what we do not understand is greater than what we do understand.

What a change in Job! No longer crying out for vindication, he is willing to receive no answers and to ask no further questions. He does not want explanations; he has found God.

But of what did Job repent? Obviously he did not repent of the charges his three consolers had brought against him. His oath of innocence and God’s assessment of him prove the falsity of their accusations of sins committed before his calamities. Job repented of his proud rebellion, of his impudent insistence that God respond to him and that he correct His ways. Job, then, admitted to sinning because he suffered, not to suffering because he sinned.
 He is ashamed of his complaints and criticisms. Grievous as his sufferings have been, he recognizes that he has no excuse for doubting or accusing God. So he humbles himself.

Job spells out what he has learned and come to believe about God: “I had heard [about] You with my ears, but now I see you with my eyes.” (Job 42:5) That is, until now Job’s understanding of God has been strictly theological, based on what learned people had taught him, and he had problems reconciling those teachings with the facts of his life and the lives of others he cared about. But now he has met God, and meeting God is very different from being taught about God. For a human being to claim that he understands God would be to assert his superiority over the divine, as if to say, God is the subject and I am the authority on that subject. Using Buber’s typology, Job has evolved from the realm of theology to that of a relationship, from discussing God to encountering God. Job’s questions have been answered, his doubts erased not by the content of God’s words from the whirlwind but by the contact. He has met God and all theological quibbles have melted away.
 Until now, Job’s knowledge of God had been indirect and impersonal; but that changed. Job had met God personally and seen himself to be but “dust and ashes.”

The book of Job teaches that to live in a meaningful world one needs to cultivate proper attitudes rather than depend upon simple answers. Relating to God is more profound than knowing about God. For many of the sufferer’s questions remain within the sphere of the “secret things” that “belong to the Lord” in Deuteronomy 29:29. The mystery of the meaning of creation is God’s, and man can never fully explain it.

God’s Final Word

I want to conclude with what I am calling God’s final word. No, I do not refer to more of God speaking to Job, but rather what all of this says to us. How can we apply these chapters—indeed the message of the entire book—to our situations today?

Two things at least are happening here. First, God has changed the subject. All the obsessive talk about Job’s plight as punitive is left out completely. Job and his friends have not only found the wrong answers; they have been asking the wrong questions. Secondly, God is enlarging Job’s horizon. The superb poetry, which brings before him the majesty, beauty and exuberance of the creation, invites him to explore in his mind the great context of his being. It will reassure him that his Maker is unimaginably wise and of infinite resource; but it will also bring it home to him that his ash-heap is not the center of the world, and that his perplexing role is intertwined with that of innumerable others.

I can think of several helpful things God could have said: “Job, I’m truly sorry about what’s happened. You’ve endured many unfair trials on my behalf, and I’m proud of you. You don’t know what this means to me and even to the universe.” A compliment, a dose of compassion, or at the least a brief explanation of what transpired “behind the curtain” in the unseen world—any of these would have given Job some solace.

God says nothing of the kind. His “reply,” in fact, consists of more questions than answers. Sidestepping thirty-five chapters’ worth of debates on the problem of pain, he plunges instead into a magnificent verbal tour of the natural world. We wonder, “Of all moments, why did God choose this one to give Job a course in wilderness appreciation?”

In his book Wishful Thinking, Frederick Buechner sums up God’s speech. “God doesn’t explain. He explodes. He asks Job who he thinks he is anyway. He says that to try to explain the kind of things Job wants explained would be like trying to explain Einstein to a little-neck clam. God doesn’t reveal his grand design. He reveals himself.” The message behind the splendid poetry boils down to this: Until you know a little more about running the physical universe. Job, don’t tell me how to run the moral universe.
“Why are you treating me so unfairly, God?” Job has whined throughout the book. “Put yourself in my place.”

“NO!” God thunders in reply. “You put yourself in my place! Until you can offer lessons on how to make the sun come up each day, or where to scatter lightning bolts, or how to design a hippopotamus, don’t judge how I run the world. Just shut up and listen.”

The impact of God’s speech on Job is almost as amazing as the speech itself. Although God never answers question one about Job’s predicament, the blast from the storm flattens Job. He repents in dust and ashes, and every trace of disappointment with God is swept away.

It is in grace that God made himself known to Job. So Job is satisfied. He has not received a direct answer, but he has seen the Lord. He had feared, as many of us do when we are depressed, that though it will turn out all right for others, we are the exception. We fear that we have fallen through some hole in the universe, beyond the reach of grace, beyond the world of God, beyond the Creator’s control. Job thought he had fallen through a gap in the Creator’s management of the world. But now he is reassured. The Creator is holding all things by the word of his power; nothing—not even the silly ostrich or the terrible monsters—are outside his gracious hand. So Job can rest secure, and live with his questions being unanswered. In God, power, justice and wisdom are all aspects of one and the same divine character, so Job can let the matter rest in faith within the mystery of God. Faith is what God gives us to help us live with uncertainties.

There are limits to the sphere in which the finite mind of man can work. We may indeed investigate the nature of disease, its causes, incidence, symptoms and cure, but no laboratory will ever witness the discovery of its meaning or its purpose.
 Job and his friends searched for the reason for Job’s suffering, but God was more interested in the purpose of it. Even if they had discovered the reason, it would not have alleviated the suffering all that much. But Romans 8:28 promises, “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” When we trust in His purpose, even the worst things of life can turn out good. 
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