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About these units
Paul says: ‘Everything that people wrote in the past was to teach us. They wrote those things so that we could have hope. That hope comes from the patience and strength that the Bible gives to us’ (Romans 15:4).
Here Paul suggests reasons why we should study the OT. (OT means Old Testament, the first part of the Bible, which the writers wrote before Jesus’ birth.) The OT is history. It also has stories of people’s lives. These great OT stories:
·	Teach the mind. (Read 2 Timothy 3:16 and 1 Corinthians 10:11.)
·	Encourage the heart. One translation of Romans 15:4 uses this word. The OT stories encourage us. We all have times when we desire some word from God. We know that this would encourage us. It would help us in our difficulties.
·	Make the will strong. (Note: The will is the part of us that makes us able to choose). The Holy Spirit gives us the strength to continue when things are hard.
Jerome K. Jerome writes funny books. His most famous one is ‘Three Men in a Boat’. The man who is telling the story visits a library. He wants to know what to do about a minor illness. He finds that he seems to have 101 serious diseases! That is not the purpose of this book! Nobody will have all the problems that are in this book.
But all of us have bad times. We may have problems. We may feel sad. One trouble often leads to another too. Some of the subjects are very similar. They may go with each other. So, fear and worry may go together. But they are separate here. One situation may not be the same as the reader’s situation. Another one will be. There is something else important. We may not have these difficulties ourselves. But we may need to help people who do have them.
 Unit 1. Job: The Problem Of Suffering
Bible Passages about Job:
The Book of Job;
Ezekiel 14:14, 20;
James 5:10-11.
Introduction
Suffering is the hardest problem to understand. It is a puzzle. Think of the *Lord Jesus on the cross. His experience was terrible. He had the most awful:
·	Physical suffering;
·	Mental pain and despair;
·	Spiritual sense of being alone. (Spiritual means anything to do with the things of God.)
Jesus used the same word as millions of other people. He cried out: ‘My God, Why...?’
Job had an awful problem. But first, there is something that we must understand.
Suffering brings many problems. They can be complicated. Suffering is a part of human experience. Life can be full of pain and despair. The Book of Job does not give easy, clear answers. It:
·	shows the problem as it really is.
·	gives an honest record of the sufferer’s doubts.
·	removes some common ideas about suffering. (One of these is that suffering is a punishment for *sin.)
·	suggests the right attitude about trouble and pain.
So, the Book of Job has a very important message. It is a great literary work too. Martin Luther (1483-1546 *AD) described it. He said that it was the most excellent Bible book. It was a Bible book of best quality too.
People often speak about suffering in a certain way. They say that they do not deserve it. This kind of suffering often brings awful despair. At these times, Job’s bad experience can help them. It has been like this in each century.
Let us meet this man in despair. Notice some great truths. They appear from his awful experience:
1 We learn something that Job certainly did not know
It comes at the beginning of the book. (Read Job 1:6-12.) This could be the most important part of the book’s message.
We hear an interview. There is the all-powerful God. Then there is the one who is always an enemy. Job is going to be a kind of ‘test’. Job pleases God as a servant and friend. God allows Satan (the devil) to test Job. We want to know whether Job will continue to love God. We want to know whether Job will remain loyal to God.
It could have been so different for Job. If only he had known that he was a ‘test’. Then he would have accepted his troubles. But he was not aware of the event in Heaven’s Court.
There is something important here for us to remember. It is this. In our suffering, we do not know all the facts. God hides some of them from us. Things that we cannot know about affect us. There is *eternal importance about some of our experiences. We could accept many troubles with courage if we knew this.
Dr Wheeler Robinson wrote a book. Its name is ‘The Cross of Job’. He reminds us that this part of the action was in heaven. Job and his friends knew nothing about this part. We must try to imagine how they felt. Then we will understand what they say. And we will understand what they think. So, we must try to follow the words and thoughts of each person. We must do this as if our knowledge is the same as theirs.
The events in chapters 1 and 2 can encourage the Christian very much. We can see what is happening to us. But at the same time, things happen that we cannot understand. We do not know everything. Some of life’s events are a great mystery to us. One day we will understand completely. They are all part of God’s great and perfect plan. (Read Romans 8:28.)
Joseph certainly realised this truth. (Read Genesis 50:20.) There were cruel plots against him. People accused him. But this was unjust. They used much physical force against him. Yet God was at work. (Read Acts 2:23. This happened to Jesus too.) God overcame men’s evil plans. He changed awful situations. He brought good things out of bad things for them. It also meant honour for God in the end. It can be the same for us.
The story of Job is very sad. The second lesson we can learn is this:
2 We must never think that following God means no trouble or suffering
We can think like this without realising it. We ask: ‘Why should this happen to me?’ *Believers must realise something. It is this. They can have the same troubles as those who are not *believers. They can suffer in the same way too.
We must want to live holy lives. We must have the right reason for this desire too. God calls us to be holy. (Read 1 Peter 1:15, 16.) Only that kind of life is good enough for God.
It is completely wrong to choose a holy life for our own benefit. Perhaps we might choose it so that we can be happy. We could think that it will mean security, success and wealth. These are the wrong reasons to choose a holy life. Sometimes these things will be ours; but not always. A Christian should not link these things with a holy life. This is dangerous. His life might lack them at some time. Then he would doubt God’s goodness.
We must remember something important. If we never had trouble, we would soon be of no use. The hard things of life have a definite purpose. Some darkness is essential for even a tree to grow well.
Job made a natural mistake. We can understand it. We can also learn from it. Job remembered his holy life. Then he doubted God’s goodness (31:5-37). (Read 29:1-25; 30:1, 9-11 too.) We must live a holy life for only one reason. Our reason must be, ‘It is what the *Lord wants.’
Let us learn this further lesson:
3 Suffering is a terrible experience
There is no full human answer to it. Most of the speeches of Job’s friends show this. They have different opinions. But they are all wrong (Job 42:7-10).
Eliphaz sees secret meanings in things. He talks about his own experiences (4:12-27). Bildad always thinks about the past (8:8-10). Tradition is the most important thing to him. Zophar thinks that he has full authority. He seems to say, ‘I am right; so you must be wrong.’ He is probably the least attractive of the 3 friends. He has his own beliefs. He closes his mind to anything else. So his words to Job are cruel. ‘Job, listen to me’, he says. ‘God is not punishing you as much as he should’ (11:6).
Zophar says many true things. But he lacks pity, love and sympathy. These things are vital for all those who have strong beliefs. Notice the clear truth of statements like 11:7-9 and 20:4-8. If only Zophar had declared them with pity and sympathy. When there is trouble, friends may not give true comfort (6:14-27). We may have pain and despair of mind. Then our only true help is in God.
One thing is very certain:
4 We must not think that our physical suffering is God’s punishment
We sometimes think like this. We might ask: ‘What have I done to deserve this...?’ All Job’s friends thought like this. But they were all wrong. (Read 4:7-9; 8:6; 11:6, 14.) Job knows that he is innocent. No *sin in his life deserves his great suffering. Dr Wheeler Robinson writes about this. He uses picture language to describe Job. His spirit is like a bird in a cage. Its wings are hitting against the bars of the cage. The narrow limits of Job’s trust are like the cage.
The attitude of Job’s friends does not please God. We have seen this already. Sometimes, people have physical suffering because of their *sins. But this is because of the law of ‘cause and effect’. Nothing can change this law. If you plant, then you expect a harvest. But it is wrong to use this law about suffering. Sometimes we fail God. Sometimes we do not obey him. It is still wrong to suggest that God will punish us with physical illness.
Here is another lesson for us:
5 God can use the experience of suffering for good
God may not bring it into our lives. But he can make good use of it. He can make us much better people because of it. We should never think that suffering is a waste. It may sometimes seem to be so. But it is certainly not a waste.
Elihu is better than the other friends about this. (We read about him in Job chapters 32-37.) He suggests a *spiritual value in suffering. It is the value of continuing when things are hard. Elihu has a belief about God. He thinks that God’s actions with men can be a mystery. He also has a belief about the way that God deals with men. God’s methods match his nature (33:29-30). God always deals with his children in a fair way (34:16-20). We only know about a very small part of what happens. God knows everything (34:21-28).
One last thing may help us here. We may have physical pain. There may be mental pain and despair. We may feel lonely in a *spiritual way. (Nobody shares our beliefs. We cannot talk about the things of God.) At these times, we must remember that:
6 There is one close to us whom Job desired
Job cries out for a judge. He knows that God is completely fair. He knows that man’s need is very great.
He wants someone to listen to both sides. He wants someone to judge both God and himself.
The wonderful thing is that we have a Judge like this! Job cried out: ‘There is no judge between us.’ Gregory the Great is a famous man. He lived from 590-604 *AD. He was one of the early popes (leaders) of the Roman Catholic church. He loved the Bible very much. He wrote about Job’s desire. He said that ‘Christ came and fulfilled (answered) this prayer’.
Paul wrote about this many centuries ago. He declared: ‘There is a Judge like this. He is the Man who suffered and who overcame. This Man is Jesus Christ. We are never without a Helper. (Read 1 Timothy 2:5 and 2 Timothy 4:16-17.)
Word List (Words with a *)
AD ~ these letters are for 2 Latin words; the words are Anno Domine; they mean ‘In the year of our *Lord’; so, AD is any date after the birth of Jesus.
believer ~ a person who knows and accepts the *Lord Jesus Christ; another name for a Christian.
eternal ~ before time began; for all time and after time ends.
Lord ~ a name that we call God or Jesus; we call God or Jesus Lord when we do what they say.
sin ~ not reaching God’s standards; not obeying God’s rules; this word can speak about a state (Genesis 3; Romans 3:23; 5:12-17). It can also be an act; so, the word can be a noun or a verb.
spiritual ~ the part of life that is to do with the things of God.
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