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Introduction 

I heard upon his dry dung heap 

That man cry out who cannot sleep: 

“If God is God He is not good, 

If God is good He is not God; 

Take the even, take the odd, 

I would not sleep here if I could.” 

—Nickles, from J.B., 

a play by Archibald MacLeish 

 

That’s how the problem of suffering is explained by Nickles, the 

Satan character in the play about Job by Pulitzer Prize–winner 

Archibald MacLeish. Nickles smugly tells God what most folks on 

earth think of Him: If there is a God, He can’t be good; otherwise He 

wouldn’t allow suffering. Or else, if God is good, He isn’t powerful 

enough to do anything about it. 

Then strutting before “God’s” throne, Nickles/Satan gloats. He 

has convinced most of humanity that God does not have their good in 

mind. As though laying down a trump card, he announces the irony of 

it all. “Father of Lies they call me, don’t they?” 

If we are like Job, however, we also tend to forget that it’s Satan 

behind our suffering, not God. Part of that might be due to the religious 

climate of our North American society. It’s the very same theology 

held by Job’s friends: If God loves you, He will prosper you. But if 

you are suffering, it is a sign that you have sinned and God is 

punishing you. Sound familiar? 

The Book of Job shows Job’s struggle: Everything he knew about 

a loving God conflicted with his experience. How could a loving God 

let this happen to him? Sound familiar? 

Job found no easy solutions or pat answers. You won’t either. But 

you will find a surprisingly loving God and Rescuer—just as Job did. 

My prayer is that this Bible study will help. 

My thanks to Pastor Richard Kurth (Houston, Texas) and Pastor 

David Anderson (Hutchinson, Minnesota), who laid the foundation for 
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this course. And a great big “Thank you” to Dr. Christopher Mitchell 

of Concordia Publishing House who lent me his insights into the 

Hebrew tongue and the theology of this profound book. 
+ Soli Deo Gloria+ 

—Dirk van der Linde 
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Tips on the Book of Job 

Here are some background and reading tips to help make your 

study of this biblical book easier: 

1. The true story of Job is one of the oldest in the Bible, taking 

place perhaps some 2,000 years before Christ and some 500 years 

before Moses. Some of the Hebrew words are unknown in any other 

work and are of uncertain meaning. 

2. Most of the Book of Job is poetry, and for that reason it is 

included with the other poetic books of the Old Testament, such as 

Psalms and Proverbs. 

3. Although Hebrew culture did not produce drama as we know 

it, it may help to think of Job as drama. Yet this drama is played on 

two stages; it is like watching two plays at the same time. On the upper 

stage, seated on a throne, is God. In and out before Him come the 

angels, and Satan. There is conflict between God and Satan over Job’s 

faithfulness. 

4. On the lower stage are Job and his friends, primarily Eliphaz, 

Bildad, and Zophar. (Later comes young Elihu.) Although they come 

to comfort Job, their religious-sounding advice is worldly. They claim 

to speak for God, but they don’t. 

5. The three friends of Job are convinced that Job is suffering 

because he sinned. They believe that only the wicked suffer. 

Nevertheless, although Job is a sinner (and he never says he isn’t), he 

is also a redeemed child of God, and he insists that he is innocent—

forgiven! The Book of Job will make no sense to anyone who cannot 

see that the “innocent” can suffer. 

6. What Job’s friends say about God punishing the wicked does 

not apply to Job. They speak Law, not the Gospel that would comfort 

Job. Much of what Job says is confused, angry, and also in error. He 

incorrectly thinks God is punishing him. The statements of Job and his 

friends are their opinions, and not necessarily true. But the Lord finally 

does speak and reveal His grace and truth. 
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Lesson 1 

The Pain and the Puzzle 

Pieces of the Puzzle 

Here is a puzzle: How can a kind and loving God allow terrible 

things to happen to a good and faithful person? That was Job’s 

problem. He couldn’t figure out God. 

But this is not just Job’s problem. It is a problem whenever 

suffering strikes any of God’s faithful people. For many of us, Job’s 

story will hit very close to home. 

Ask several volunteers to read about Job’s first affliction in Job 1. 

You may wish to divide up the text among several readers. 

After reading Job 1–2, answer the following: 

1. What are your first reactions to Job’s story? Share with the 

members of your group, especially if this is the first time you have read 

the Book of Job. 

 

 

 

 

Although you may not know any person who lost all his or her 

children and material possessions at the same time, share a few details 

about someone you know who has suffered a loss recently. Without 

mentioning names, tell how that person was like or unlike Job. 

Puzzle Piece #1: Is God, God? 

To those who do not believe in God, suffering should be no 

puzzle at all. They view suffering as merely what comes from living in 

a universe that is on its own. These people may feel wronged by life’s 

injustice. But since no one is running the universe, how can anyone be 
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held responsible? How can you complain about life’s hurts if no one is 

in control? 

Without God, there are plenty of explanations for suffering. But 

there is no puzzle. 

For the Christian, however, it is better and worse than that. It is 

better because we do have a God to turn to. But it is worse because we 

have to ask how God can allow us to suffer. That’s our first puzzle. 

2. Discuss the proposed answers to this puzzle offered below. 

Which of these have you heard before? Why do, or why don’t, these 

proposed answers solve the puzzle of suffering? 

A. There Is No God: The reality of evil in the world proves that 

there is no God powerful enough or willing to stop it. Only what can be 

scientifically seen and examined is real (atheism/naturalism). 

 

 

 

 

B. God Is a Myth: The Bible is not literally or historically true 

but contains “truths” for our lives. All miracles (including Jesus’ 

incarnation and resurrection) did not actually happen but are 

expressions of human hopes (higher criticism). 

 

 

 
 
C. God Is Inside Me: Like “the Force” in the Star Wars movies, 

God is a power I can tap into; He is there to help me accomplish what I 

want in life (New Age theology). 

 
 
 
 
D. God Is Limited: The rabbi who wrote Why Bad Things 

Happen to Good People describes a God who is limited by nature’s 

laws. Since God is not all-powerful, He is not able to completely stop 

evil. 

 

 

 



 15

E. Others? What other possible explanations have you heard? 

 

 

 

 

As you undoubtedly noticed, all of the explanations listed above 

present a limited, restricted God—if they allow the existence of God at 

all. Although some people may believe in these versions of God, they 

fall far short of the God who reveals Himself in Scripture, and in 

particular in the Book of Job. 

Read Job 1:8–12, 2:3–6. 

3. Both texts show conversations between God and Satan 

concerning Job. What specific wording shows that God is in complete 

control of the situation? 

 

 

 

 

4. Twice Satan tells God that He should strike Job with His own 

hand (1:11, 2:5). Yet in both cases, how does God reply (1:12, 2:6)? 

 

 

 

 

5. Even though Job was struck with evil, how do we know that 

God was still in full control of the situation? (Reread 1:12, 2:6.) 

 

 

 

 

6. Job was under attack. Yet the source of attack was Satan, not 

God. In light of that insight, which of the following responses comes 

closest to your opinion? (You are not restricted to only one response.) 

a. “Pain is pain. So what difference does where it comes from 

make?” 
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b. “Suffering is easier to take if I know it’s not from God’s hand.” 

 

 

 

 

c. “So what if God isn’t the source of suffering? Why doesn’t He 

stop it?” 

 

 

 

 

d. Other responses? 

 

 

 

Theories that restrict God and His power really do not help us 

understand the problem of suffering after all. Why not? Because they 

are not rooted in truth. God is. And God is God. That means He is all-

powerful; He is in control. That does not mean we have solved the 

problem of pain—far from it. We have to explore the second piece of 

the puzzle. 

Puzzle Piece #2: Is God Good? 

We get to “overhear” the conversation between Satan and God 

concerning Job. Interestingly, Job did not. Therefore, Job doesn’t really 

know the cause (and the causer) of his suffering, and he believes God 

is punishing him. That is why throughout the book Job repeatedly asks, 

Why are You doing this to me, God? 

This brings us to the second puzzle piece. If God is all-powerful 

and able to stop suffering, then why doesn’t He? Wouldn’t a good and 

loving God do so? This question is getting down to the basics: What 

kind of God do we have anyway? 

Read the following proposals for this piece of the puzzle. These 

are summarized opinions and views taken from a variety of 

philosophies and writings. 

A. Two gods? Dualism, the belief in two gods, one good and one 

evil, used to be very popular (e.g., Zoroastrianism). Because neither 

God nor Satan (if he is the evil god) has all the power, good doesn’t 
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always win out over evil. Some trace of this dualism can be found in 

New Age theology. 

B. Aloof God? Called deism, this view of God was believed by 

such men as Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin. Deism teaches 

a God so transcendent (above us) that He does not concern Himself 

with human affairs. Although God created the world, He is indifferent 

and uncaring, and we are left in this world alone, without Him. 

C. Other? Combinations of these and other beliefs can be found 

in abundance. List some other views you may have heard. 

Again, these alternate views of God, and what He is like, fall 

short of the God who reveals Himself in Scripture. As we will see, 

Job’s problem (and ours!) was not that God was no more powerful than 

evil, nor that God was aloof and indifferent. 

Job’s problem was that God is good—holy, in fact. Unbelievably, 

it was a good and holy God that allowed evil to happen! And what 

made Job’s problem even worse was not that God was aloof and 

indifferent. Quite to the contrary, God wouldn’t get off Job’s case (this 

was Job’s opinion). God was hounding Job. 

7. Read Job 9:1–14. This shows Job’s knowledge of God and 

what He is like. On a board or newsprint flip chart, list some of God’s 

powerful works that Job describes. Why does this revelation of what 

God is like leave no room for dualism or deism? 

 

 

 

8. Reread Job 9:2, and continue with 9:14–20. This text is not 

easy! Although Job is complaining against God, he is not accusing God 

of evil. He is merely charging that God isn’t good toward him. Which 

of the following best describes Job’s thought and feelings? Give 
reasons for your answer based on the text. 

a. Job believes that since God is good, all he has to do is wait 

patiently and God will give him what he wants. 

 

 

 

b. Job is bitter and angry at God; he wants nothing to do with 

Him. 
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c. Job is hurt, bitter, and confused by God’s ways; he feels he has 

been treated unjustly. He wants answers. 

 

 

 

d. Other. 

 

 

 

Read Job 10:1–3, 8–12. It’s as though Job is saying, “God is 

acting in ways He ought not act!” Job knows God to be good, but he 

does not see God acting that way toward himself. 

9. Reread verses 8–12. Although it seems Job is almost falling 

into disbelief, here he remembers God’s work of creation—especially 

the very personal creation of the man Job. How does Job picture the 

God of creation? good or evil? caring or indifferent? Give reasons for 

your answer. 

 

 

 

 

10. Job knows with certainty two things about God. But those two 

things collide and clash. God is good, yes. God is almighty, yes. In 

creation, God acted both with goodness and might. But now, why 

should God want to destroy something He created with such love? 

That’s Job’s question. 

a. Job does not doubt that God is good; he just doubts the 

goodness of God toward himself. Is Job wrong, or sinning, by doubting 

God’s goodness? 

 

 

 

 

b. What would you tell Job if you were one of his friends? 
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Puzzle Piece #3: Is Job Good? 

Could the problem of Job’s suffering lie with Job himself? 

Although outwardly a godly man, could he be harboring some secret 

sin? Is his suffering God’s way of flushing this sin out into the open? If 

so, then the puzzle of pain is solved, and everything fits together very 

nicely. Then suffering is God’s punishment for our sins. People only 

suffer because they deserve it. God is fair and just in accordance with 

His Law (not gracious and merciful according to the Gospel). 

If so, then Job’s three friends are correct. Their strongly worded 

messages carry one prominent theme: “Job, you have sinned. Stop 

whining about all the wrong you suffered. Instead, repent!” 

If only it were that simple! 

We will delve far more deeply into this piece of the puzzle in the 

next session. For now, however, see whether or not the friends of Job, 

and their view, line up with God and His view of Job. 

Reread Job 1:1, 8; and 2:3. 

11. These texts are God’s words and description of the man Job. 

Although the answer is fairly obvious, does God’s view of Job blend 

with the friends’ view? Why or why not? 

 

 

 

 

12. Some scholars maintain that although Job was “blameless,” 

he still loved his wealth more than he loved God. Others add that Job 

was self-centered, if not self-righteous. They maintain that while Job 

did not sin in what he said (see Job 2:10), he sinned in his heart. 

Therefore, they say, his suffering was good because it made Job turn to 

God as he never did before. 

a. On the basis of God’s description of Job (see text listed above), 

do you think there is support for these scholars’ theories? Explain your 

answer. 
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b. By calling Job self-righteous these scholars make Job sound 

like one of the Pharisees of Jesus’ day. From what you know of Job so 

far, how is he like/unlike the Pharisees? 

 

 

 

 

13. Some say that suffering is good because it brings us closer to 

God. Do you agree or disagree? Explain your answer. (We will discuss 

this further in another session.) 

 

 

 

 

 

14. Job was blameless in the sense that he trusted in God’s grace, 

was forgiven, and lived by faith. But he never claimed to be sinless. 

Why is that distinction important? Do you think God punishes people 

(such as Job) because they are not sinless? Explain your answer. 

 

 

 

 

Gathering the Pieces—for Now 

We have not solved the puzzle of pain. In this introductory 

session, we have simply looked at some of the pieces of the puzzle. 

And we have done all this, really, from Job’s point of view. Not God’s. 

Not yet. 

In the Book of Job, God doesn’t even begin to explain His view 

until the end (Job 38–41). But we do not need to wait until the end to 

get a strong hint of what God’s answer to the puzzle of pain might be. 

God’s strongest answer comes in the form of His own Son, Christ 

Jesus, the Word of God made flesh (John 1:14). For a glimpse at how 

Jesus answers the problem and puzzle of suffering, read Matthew 

16:21–28. 

15. Share a time when you might have been in a suffering 

situation (even if it wasn’t as severe as Job’s). Did you view God as 
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Job did? Did you think God was punishing you? How does Jesus’ 

suffering help you when you suffer? 

 

 

 

 

In Closing 

Encourage participants to begin the following activities: 

• If you haven’t done so already, read Job 1–2. 

• Recite responsively a psalm-like text in another Old Testament 

book, Isaiah 43:1–13. As you read the words God is speaking 

to His people, imagine how Job, or any other sufferer, might 

respond. 

• Read Job 3–9 to prepare for the next lesson. 

 

Close with prayer. 
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Leader Notes 

This guide is provided as a “safety net,” a place to turn for help in 

answering questions and for enriching discussion. It will not answer 

every question raised in your class. Please read it, along with the 

questions, before class. Consult it in class only after exploring  

the Bible references and discussing what they teach. Please note the 

different abilities of your class members. Some will easily find the 

Bible passages listed in this study; others will struggle. To make 

participation easier, team up members of the class. For example, if a 

question asks you to look up several passages, assign one passage to 

one group, the second to another, and so on. Divide the work! Let 

participants present the answers they discover. 

Preparing to Teach Job 

To prepare to lead this study, read through the Book of Job. You 

might secure and read over a good commentary on the book or read the 

introduction to Job in the Concordia Self-Study Bible or a Bible 

handbook. Several maps of the Old Testament world at about 2000–

1000 B.C. would also help, especially with the first three lessons. 

The material in these notes is designed to help you in leading 

others through this portion of the Holy Scriptures. Nevertheless, this 

booklet is to be an aid to and not a substitute for your own study of and 

preparation for teaching the Book of Job.  

If you have the opportunity, you will find it helpful to make use 

of other biblical reference works in the course of your study. The 

following are helpful commentaries: Rudolph E. Honsey, Job, People’s 

Bible Commentary, (St. Louis: CPH, 1993); and John E. Hartley, The 

Book of Job (Grand Rapids: Eerdman’s, 1988). Although it is not 

strictly a commentary, the section on Job in The Word Becoming Flesh 

by Horace Hummel (St. Louis: Concordia, 1979) also contains much 

that is of value for the proper interpretation of this biblical book. 
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Lesson 1 

The Pain and the Puzzle 

Theme verse: And the LORD said to Satan, “Have you considered My 

servant Job, that there is none like him on the earth, a blameless and 

upright man, who fears God and turns away from evil?” 

Job 1:8 

Objectives 

By the power of the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word, 

we will 

• delve into the puzzle of suffering: Why does a good God allow 

suffering? 

• search out whether or not suffering can be good; 

• grow in assurance that God rescues us from all suffering. 

 

Before your session begins, you should read Job 1–2. Be sure to 

read through all the material in the Study Guide for Lesson 1, as well 

as the material in this Leader Guide. 

Pray that the Holy Spirit may guide you as you lead this session. 

God enjoys working through His Word. Count on His blessings. 

Ask a volunteer to read the introductory material in the Study 

Guide. Since many of the participants may not have read the first 

chapters of the Book of Job before your session opened, this would be 

the ideal time. Ask volunteers (only volunteers!) to read Job 1–2. As 

the Study Guide suggests, you may wish to divide up the reading 

between several volunteers. 

1. Give a few minutes for members of your group to share their 

first reactions to Job’s story. Ask whether his sudden and terrible 

losses remind them of anybody they know personally. Allow a few 

moments for sharing. 
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2. Ask one or more volunteers to read this section of the Study 

Guide. It lists several explanations about God and suffering—all from 

the world’s point of view. Allow group members time to react and 

share their comments. 

Then proceed to take a closer look at the text by asking 

volunteers to read Job 1:8–12 and 2:3–6. 

3. Allow participants time to see that in both texts God limits 

Satan’s power to hurt or harm Job (1:12, 2:6). 

4. The texts show that God refuses Satan’s request that He, God, 

strike Job. Evil and suffering are Satan’s work, not God’s. 

5. The point here is to show that the evil against Job was limited; 

Satan could not use his full powers against Job. God set the limits and 

kept Satan within them. 

6. Allow participants to share freely with each other. 

Again, ask volunteers to read this section in the Study Guide. It is 

a summary of the world’s ideas of why God, if He exists, allows 

suffering. Allow participants to share other ideas from the world that 

they have heard from friends, co-workers, or relatives. 

Proceed to the reading of Job 9:1–14.  

7. The group is asked to list some of God’s mighty works that Job 

recites in this text. Job sees God as all-powerful over His creation. 

Keep the listing short, such as: “removes mountains,” “shakes the 

earth,” “commands the sun,” Creator of the constellations. Obviously, 

Satan cannot perform these feats, so dualism is out. Deism teaches that 

God is unconcerned with His creation—a teaching denied by Job in 

this section. 

8. Allow participants to share their views. Job is bitter, and 

although later he wishes God would leave him alone, here he wants 

answers. 

9. Job is confused because God, who cares greatly for His 

creation, doesn’t seem to care at all for that particular creation named 

Job! Expressions such as “curdle me like cheese” picture God as a 

craftsman who carefully and patiently constructed His creation. 

10. a. This question may stir debate from those who think it is a 

sin to doubt. As leader, you will have to determine whether the debate 

is healthy or detrimental. If needed, you may point out that, unlike 

disbelief, doubting is not a sin that cuts us off from God, provided we 

take these doubts to God as Job did. It is all right to ask honest 
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questions if we seek our answers from God. (For an example of this, 

have participants read Mark 9:14–32, especially v. 24.)  

b. Allow participants to share. 

Request a volunteer to read this section of the Study Guide, and 

ask others to read Job 1:1, 8; and 2:3. 

11. The texts show that God disagrees with the three friends of 

Job. Job was “blameless,” “upright,” and “feared God and turned away 

from evil.” No one else on earth was like him. God does not say Job 

was sinless—but blameless, that is, forgiven through faith in God’s 

grace, and leading a sanctified life of faith. 

This is a vitally important point! Unless we understand that Job 

was blameless, and that innocent people like him can suffer, we will 

never understand the Book of Job. 

12. a. Allow participants to share. Some of the viewpoints listed 

in the Study Guide are widespread. But on the basis of the texts listed, 

there is no support for the view that Job was self-centered or self-

righteous.  

b. Allow participants to share. 

13. Allow participants to share. This question will be addressed in 

a later session. Don’t spend too much time with it here. But you may 

point out that during his suffering Job seemed to move farther away 

from God, but at the end he is closer than ever to God. 

14. God does not punish believers for not being sinless! Although 

we deserve both temporal and eternal punishment (and Job would 

agree), God’s punishment for our sin took place on Calvary. God’s 

hammer of justice against sin fell on His own Son. Jesus suffered and 

died as payment. When it comes to paying for our sin and sinfulness, 

Jesus said it best: “It is finished” (John 19:30). “There is therefore now 

no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1). 

Ask a volunteer to read this section. Jesus states emphatically that 

He must suffer and rise from the dead victoriously in order to 

accomplish our salvation. The attempt to prevent Him from suffering 

was the work of the devil. 

Christians must deny themselves and bear their crosses before 

sharing in His glorious resurrection. Those who so lose their lives for 

Christ will find eternal life in His kingdom. “Through many 

tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). Note 

that Christians do not suffer as punishment for sin or to pay for our 



 84

sins—Christ has already done that—but God permits us to suffer as He 

graciously leads us to glory. 

15. Allow participants time to share their reactions to the 

discussion prompts at the end of this section. 

Encourage participants to read Job 3–9 this week. 




