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ThE TOughEST QuESTiON

An Overview of Job

Johnny Gunther was an active, fun-loving, straight-A student at Deerfield 
Academy in Massachusetts. He excelled in math, science, and chess. In 

early 1946, his life was overshadowed by the discovery of a large, malignant 
tumor in his brain. Over the next fourteen months, Johnny endured two 
operations, painful spinal taps, daily X-ray treatments, experimental injec-
tions of mustard gas, and a severe dietary regimen. (Many of the treatments 
Johnny was subjected to in the 1940s are now known to have no therapeutic 
value.)     

During his treatments, Johnny amazed his doctors with his courage, opti-
mism, and ability to survive a particularly aggressive tumor. For a while, in 
early February 1947, he grew stronger as the tumor appeared to shrink. But 
in April, as Johnny was taking his College Board exams, he suffered bouts of 
short-term amnesia. Doctors discovered that the tumor had taken a particu-
larly aggressive and deadly form called glioma multiforme. 

Though Johnny’s illness had hurt his attendance at school, he’d built up 
so much extra credit that he was able to graduate with his class on June 4. 
When Johnny returned to Deerfield Academy for his final weeks of school, 
his classmates couldn’t hide their shock at his thin and wasted appearance. He 
wore a turban to cover his bald, surgery-scarred scalp. Though his life was 
ebbing, he aced his final exam in chemistry. On June 4, he received a standing 
ovation as he walked across the platform to receive his diploma.

On June 12, Johnny Gunther was admitted to the hospital, where he 
experienced worsening bouts of amnesia, headaches, vomiting, and tremors. 
The doctors told his parents that he was dying of a cerebral hemorrhage. Just 
a few days after entering the hospital, Johnny received the news that his appli-
cation to Columbia University had been accepted. Early on June 30, 1947, 
Johnny went into a coma from which he never woke up. He was pronounced 
dead that night at 11:02.
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Johnny’s father, journalist John Gunther, recounted this story in a book 
that has become a modern classic, Death Be Not Proud. One of the most poi-
gnant ironies of Johnny Gunther’s story is the fact that his cancer attacked 
him at the very site of his personality, his intellect, and his human potential. 

We hear a tragic story like that of Johnny Gunther’s, and we have to 
wonder: Why? Why was the life of this promising young man cut short? Why 
did he have to endure so much suffering? Why is life so unfair?

This is the toughest question of our existence: Why do we suffer? The 
reason this question is so hard is that it touches the deepest part of our being. 
It affects our faith and colors our view of the world. 

We know that God is loving and all-powerful. We know He has the 
power to heal us and take away our suffering, and we know He loves us. Still, 
we suffer, and we wonder why God doesn’t take us out of our suffering. We 
wonder why He leaves us in our pain. Doesn’t He care? Has He forgotten us? 
Has He turned His back on us?

These are the questions that throb at the heart of the book of Job.

an ePiC drama, a reCOrd Of histOry

Job is the first of five poetical books in the Old Testament. (It is followed by 
Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Solomon.) These five books of 
ancient Hebrew poetry are often called the Wisdom Books, because they have 
condensed the deep wisdom of God into one powerful and concise section of 
God’s Word. In these five books, the great riddles of life are asked and 
answered.

I also like to think of these five books as the Music Books, because they 
contain the rich, soul-swelling music of Scripture. These books reflect the 
sorrow and the joy of our lives and our relationship with God. In these books, 
you’ll find every emotion of the human experience. 

The feelings expressed in the book of Job are primarily those of affliction, 
distress, grief, misery, and doubt. Here is the cry of man’s wounded spirit, the 
deep groaning of a man who desperately struggles to trust in God, even 
though everything in his life is crumbling. Human beings were made to know 
God and trust in Him. So when our suffering reaches such a white-hot inten-
sity that life seems senseless and chaotic, then our only hope is to cling to God 
in faith. 

Open the book of Job whenever you find yourself going through pain and 
trials, whenever you cry out, “Why, Lord?” In those pages, you’ll find a man 
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who has experienced agony and loss beyond our ability to comprehend. Job 
questions God, seeks answers from God, and even becomes angry with God—
yet he remains faithful. In the end, we see that Job emerges from his time of 
trial with his faith-relationship with God intact.

The book of Job is probably the oldest book in the Bible, and its author 
is unknown. Some scholars think Moses may have written it, while others 
date it as late as the time of Solomon. One thing is certain: This book was 
given by the Holy Spirit to encourage, comfort, and instruct us. 

Job is a profound work, a story of great beauty and emotional intensity, 
majestically and artistically crafted. As poetry, Job is an epic drama, much like 
such Greek epic poems as The Iliad and The Odyssey of Homer. Some Bible 
scholars believe that the story of Job may have been presented as a dramatic 
stage play in which actors recited the parts of the different characters in the 
book. This idea is suggested by the unique structure of the book. Though 
most of the book is composed of dramatic poetry, it begins with a prose pro-
logue and ends with an epilogue in prose. The prologue and epilogue may 
have served as program notes that were read to the audience at the beginning 
and end of the dramatic presentation.

Though the book of Job is a work of poetry, it was also written as a record 
of historical events. Job was a man who actually lived. The vast majority of 
scholars of the Jewish Torah have always considered Job to have been a living 
historical figure, as have most evangelical Christian scholars. Ezekiel 14 names 
Job (alongside Noah and Daniel) as a historical human being of surpassing 
righteousness and faithfulness to God (see verses 14 and 20). Job is also 
referred to in the New Testament epistle of James: “You have heard of Job’s 
perseverance and have seen what the Lord finally brought about” (5:11). 

According to the opening lines of the book, Job lived in the land of Uz, 
the location of which is now unknown. He was one of the most prominent 
and prosperous citizens of the land. References to a man named Job have 
been found on ancient tablets that are thought to be around four thousand 
years old. Job probably lived in roughly the same historical era as Abraham—
around 2,000 BC.

the battLeGrOund

In the opening scenes of Job, we are given some program notes that explain 
the background of Job’s drama—background that even Job himself doesn’t 
know. Here we catch our first glimpse of an answer to the eternal question, 



14 Let God be God

“Why do we suffer?” This scene, in which Satan issues a defiant challenge to 
God, tells us that senseless human suffering often arises out of Satan’s rebel-
lion against the government of God.

As the book opens, we see God conferring with His angelic creation. 
Among these angels is Satan, who arrogantly strides in. He has just returned 
from traveling around the earth, and he says, in effect, “Human beings only 
love You out of self-interest because You bless them. Take those blessings 
away, and they will curse You to Your face.” 

So God replies, “Very well. Let’s test your theory, and let’s let a righteous 
man named Job be the proving ground.”

This scenario that is laid out at the beginning of the book of Job reminds 
me of the way combat was waged in the Pacific during World War II. On 
December 7, 1941, a sneak attack at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii brought the 
United States into World War II. At the beginning of the war between Japan 
and the United States, it looked as though this conflict would be staged in the 
middle of the Pacific, around the Hawaiian Islands. But very early in the war, 
events took a sudden turn, and, without warning, the whole theater of battle 
shifted abruptly to the South Pacific, an area several thousand miles from 
Hawaii. For the first time, Americans began to hear of places with names like 
Guam, Guadalcanal, Wake Island, Mindanao, and Bataan. In those obscure, 
out-of-the way corners of the world, the greatest powers on earth were locked 
in mortal combat. 

This is much like what happened in the life of Job. Here was a man who 
was simply living his life, completely unaware that he had suddenly become 
the center of God’s attention—and Satan’s as well. Like tiny Guam or remote 
Wake Island, there was nothing special about Job. Yet his life was about to 
become a strategic battleground in the cosmic struggle between God and 
Satan. The soul of Job was about to become Ground Zero, and Satan was 
preparing to launch his first major assault.

an Overview Of JOb

Job 1 shows us how, one after another, all the props are pulled out of Job’s life. 
First, foreign raiders take all of Job’s oxen. Then his donkey herds are deci-
mated. Next, his flocks of sheep are wiped out in a storm, followed by his 
great herd of camels. Finally comes the most devastating news of all: all of 
Job’s children—seven sons and three daughters—are killed by a tornado.
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Though reeling from his losses, Job responds in faith: “Naked I came 
from my mother’s womb, and naked I will depart. The Lord gave and the 
Lord has taken away; may the name of the Lord be praised” (Job 1:21). 

Job’s faith deals Satan a stinging setback, so Satan asks God to change the 
rules of the game. He says, “Let me attack Job more directly. Let me strike 
Job’s own body.” God agrees, and the result is that Job is stricken with boils, 
producing almost unendurable pain. Watching Job’s sufferings, his wife gives 
up on God. In Job 2:9, she turns on him and says, “Are you still holding on 
to your integrity? Curse God and die!” 

Despite his losses and suffering, Job remains faithful to God. “You are 
talking like a foolish woman,” he replies. “Shall we accept good from God, 
and not trouble?” And then the writer of the book of Job adds, “In all this, 
Job did not sin in what he said” (2:10).

Then comes the final test: In Job 2:11, this suffering saint is visited by 
three would-be “comforters,” who provide no comfort at all! These three 
friends are Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite, and Zophar the Naama-
thite. The book shifts its focus from Job’s sufferings to his controversy with 
these three friends. Their conversation occupies the major part of the book. 

Initially, these three friends seem to respond with genuine empathy. They 
hardly recognize Job because he is so disfigured by his sufferings. Upon seeing 
him, they weep, tear their clothes, and cover themselves with ashes. For seven 
days and nights they sit with him, not saying a word. Had they simply main-
tained their silent presence, Job would have felt supported and cared for. 
Unfortunately, they break their silence. As they speak, they magnify Job’s 
suffering. 

From their limited human perspective, Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar 
attempt to answer the question that haunts us all: Why must we suffer? All 
three of these friends come to the same mistaken conclusion. With dogmatic 
certainty, they agree that Job’s suffering is a punishment for hidden sin in his 
life. So they argue with him, accuse him, and try to break down his defenses. 
Some comfort!

It’s true that God sometimes uses painful circumstances to get our atten-
tion when we have wandered away from Him. And it’s also true that when we 
violate God’s laws (for example, by overeating, smoking habitually, abusing 
drugs, or engaging in promiscuous sex), our bodies pay a price in poor health 
and even early death. But it is also true (as the title of a best-selling book 
states) that “bad things happen to good people.” 
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Job’s three “comforters” stubbornly insist that sin is the only explanation 
for Job’s circumstances. They accuse him. They argue with him. They use dif-
ferent approaches: sarcasm, cajoling, and recrimination.  These are just varia-
tions on a recurring theme, however: “Job, admit it—all of these sufferings 
are God’s punishment of your hidden sin!” Their premise—which is false—is 
that if God is just and loving, the righteous will always be blessed, and the 
wicked will always suffer. That sounds logical, unless you are the one who is 
suffering.

Job replies that he can’t confess sin he never committed, and he can think 
of nothing he has done to offend God. Moreover, their argument that the 
wicked always suffer is simply untrue. In fact, the wicked seem to prosper and 
flourish while the righteous often suffer. 

the answer Of the LOrd

In Job 38, this suffering saint finally hears from an authoritative source: The 
Lord Himself answers Job. Out of the fury of the whirlwind, God comes to 
him and says,

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 (vv. 2–3).

In other words, “Do you want to debate with Me, Job? First, let Me see 
your qualifications. I have a list of questions. If you can handle these ques-
tions, then perhaps you ready to debate Me.” 

Then, in chapters 38 through 40, we find one of the most remarkable 
passages in all of Scripture. God takes Job on a tour of nature and asks him 
question after question:

Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation? (38:4).

Have the gates of death been shown to you?
 Have you seen the gates of the shadow of death? (38:17).

Can you bind the beautiful Pleiades?
 Can you loose the cords of Orion?
Can you bring forth the constellations in their seasons
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 or lead out the Bear with its cubs? 
Do you know the laws of the heavens? (38:31–33).

Do you give the horse his strength 
 or clothe his neck with a flowing mane? (39:19).

Can you pull in the leviathan with a fishhook
 or tie down his tongue with a rope? (41:1).

Here, almighty God, maker of heaven and earth, creates a poetic word 
picture of the complex and intricately designed universe He has fashioned. 
Only a superhuman intellect could comprehend the full range of creation in 
its variety, scope, and power. Job—a finite and fallible human being—can 
only respond by falling on his face before God, confessing:

My ears had heard of you
 but now my eyes have seen you. 
Therefore I despise myself
 and repent in dust and ashes (42:5–6).

Ultimately, we must accept the fact that God does not exist for man, but 
man exists for God. We are God’s instruments, and we exist to carry out His 
plans and purposes, which transcend our limited understanding. 

As the book draws to a close, God rebukes Job’s friends and directs Job to 
pray for his three misguided “comforters.” In the end, God restores every-
thing Job has lost and doubles it. He had seven thousand sheep before; God 
gives him fourteen thousand. He had five hundred oxen and five hundred 
donkeys; God gives him a thousand of each. He had three thousand camels; 
God gives him six thousand. God even replaces Job’s sons and daughters. 

You might say, “But no new child can replace a lost child in a parent’s 
heart! Nothing could remove that grief.” And you are right. Notice that Job 
had seven sons and three daughters before disaster struck, but God did not 
give him fourteen sons and six daughters afterwards. God did not double the 
number of Job’s offspring as He had doubled the size of his herds. Why? 
Because his first ten children were not lost to him forever. They were in glory 
with God, and he would one day be reunited with them. 

Job expresses this confidence and assurance when he says, “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” (Job 19:25–
26). He had no doubt that he would survive death and corruption, and so 
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would his children. Nothing, not even ten new children, can replace even one 
child who leaves this world too soon. But Job knew his Redeemer, and he 
knew that he and his children would all be together again in the presence of 
the Lord.

The account closes with the words, “And so he died, old and full of years” 
(Job 42:17). But notice this: Job dies without an answer to his question. God 
never explains to Job why he has suffered so intensely. 

You and I, as readers of the book of Job, do gain a glimpse into the 
answer: Everything we endure takes place against a backdrop of Satan’s rebel-
lious challenge to God’s righteous government of creation. Though this 
answer is given to us, it is never explicitly divulged to Job while he lives. 

If the book of Job were filmed as a movie, you would see the film open 
with three main characters on the screen—God, Satan, and Job. In the mid-
dle of the film, several more characters would enter the picture:  Job’s three 
“comforters,” followed by Elihu. By the end of the film, most of these charac-
ters would have departed. Even Satan, the instigator of these events, fades 
completely out of the picture. From the beginning to the end, the camera 
slowly zooms in until there are only two figures framed on the screen:  God 
and Job. 

The book of Job is the story of a dynamic relationship between two 
friends. It’s sometimes a stormy relationship marked by pain and anger as well 
as delight and joy, but the bond is unbreakable. God never lets go of Job, and 
Job never lets go of God. Though Satan believed he could destroy this rela-
tionship by afflicting Job, the relationship between God and Job emerges 
even stronger because of Job’s trial of suffering. 

The deepest note of this book is sounded when Job says, in the very depths 
of his pain and desolation, “But he knows the way that I take; when he has 
tested me, I will come forth as gold” (Job 23:10). Our sufferings often seem 
meaningless, yet there is a lesson for us all in Job’s life and the lives of all those 
who endure persecution, martyrdom, injury, cancer, multiple sclerosis, poverty, 
and countless other types of trials. The lesson is that testing purifies us and 
reveals the gold of proven, refined character within us. 

British journalist Malcolm Muggeridge became a Christian after living 
most of his life as an atheist. In his book A Twentieth Century Testimony 
(Thomas Nelson, 1978), Muggeridge observed:

Contrary to what might be expected, I look back on experiences that 
at the time seemed especially desolating and painful with particular 
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satisfaction. Indeed, I can say with complete truthfulness that every-
thing I have learned in my seventy-five years in this world, everything 
that has truly enhanced and enlightened my existence, has been 
through affliction and not through happiness, whether pursued or 
attained. In other words, if it ever were to be possible to eliminate 
affliction from our earthly existence by means of some drug or other 
medical mumbo jumbo  .  .  . the result would not be to make life delec-
table, but to make it too banal and trivial to be endurable (p. 72).

In the New Testament, the apostle Paul expresses a parallel thought: “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” (Romans 8:28). That is also 
the triumphant song of Job, a song of faith in a God who redeems even our 
deepest pain and suffering.
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an Outline of the book of Job

Prologue: The losses and sufferings of Job (Job 1:1–2:13)

1.  The abundance of Job (1:1–5) 
2.  The attacks of Satan; Job loses everything (1:6–2:10)

3.  Job’s friends arrive and silently mourn with him (2:11–13)

Drama: Job and his three “comforters” (Job 3–37)

1. The first debate (3:1–14:22)
 A.  Job’s first speech (3:1–26)
 B.  Eliphaz: The innocent do not suffer (4:1–5:27)
 C.  Job’s anguished reply and plea for empathy (6:1–7:21)
 D.  Bildad: Job must have sinned (8:1–22)
 E. Job questions God’s seeming affliction of him (9:1–10:22)
 F. Zophar’s accusations (11:1–20)
 G. Job rebukes his accusers; God will vindicate him 

(12:1–14:22)

2. The second debate (15:1–21:34)
 A. Eliphaz’s second accusation (15:1–35)
 B. Job responds: “You are miserable comforters!” (16:1–17:16)
 C. Bildad’s second accusation (18:1–21)
 D. Job responds to Bildad (19:1–29)
 E. Zophar’s second accusation (20:1–29)

 F. Job’s response to Zophar (21:1–34)

3. The third debate (22:1–26:14)
 A. Eliphaz’s third accusation (22:1–30)
 B. Job responds to Eliphaz (23:1–24:25)

1.  He will come forth as gold (23:1–17)
2.  The wicked do not seem to suffer (24:1–25)

 C. Bildad’s third accusation (25:16)

 D. Job responds to Bildad (26:1–14)

4. Job’s ultimate defense (27:1–31:40)
 A. Job’s first monologue (27:1–28:28)

1. He defends his innocence (27:1–23)
2. Where can wisdom be found? (28:1–28)

 B. Job’s second monologue (29:1–31:40)
1. Job reminisces over past joys (29:1–25)
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2. Job laments his pain and humiliation (30:1–31)
3. Job again defends his innocence (31:1–34)
4. Job prays to meet God face to face (31:35–40)
5. Interruption and monologue of young Elihu 

(32:1–37:24)

Moment of Truth: God’s dialogue with Job (Job 38:1–42:6)

1. God speaks to Job from the whirlwind (38:1–40:5)
 A. God’s first confrontation, questioning of Job (38)

1.  The realm of Creation (38:1–38)
2.  The animal kingdom (38:39–39:30)

 B. Job’s response (40:1–5)
 C. God’s second confrontation of Job (40:6–41:34)

1.  Can Job save himself?  (40:6–14)
2.  The power of the behemoth (40:15–24)
3.  The power of the leviathan (41:1–34)

 D. Job’s second response (42:1–6)
1.  Job confesses his finiteness and ignorance (42:1–3)
2.  Job repents (42:4–6)

 Epilogue: The deliverance and restoration of Job (Job 42:7–17)


