
Thought for the Day – Tuesday 15 June 2021 
Readings: Job 21, Romans 9; Evelyn Underhill 

Both the biblical passages for today wrestle with similar problems. Not ordinary, everyday problems, 
either, but profound and apparently intractable ones: 

 Why does God act in ways that seem unfair and contradictory? 

 Why do good people suffer while awful people flourish and have a happy life? 

 God made firm promises to Israel; why now are Gentiles believing in Christ while Jews are not? 

The book of Job is a drama1; to be precise, it’s a tragedy. Like other ancient tragedies it’s in poetic 
form, and the English translators have tried to bring this out by dividing the text into two- or three-line 
stanzas, like the Psalms. Was it ever performed as a drama, like the tragedies of Sophocles or 
Aeschylus were? We don’t know, but I like to think it might have been. At any rate, it would have been 
read as drama. Maybe some future translator will lay it out as the script of a play: 

 JOB: How then will you comfort me with empty nothings? 
    There is nothing left of your answers but falsehood. 

ELIPHAZ:  Can a mortal be of use to God? 
   Can even the wisest be of service to him? 
  Is it any pleasure to the Almighty if you are righteous, 
   or is it gain to him if you make your ways blameless? 

Job is structured as two debates. The first, which forms the 
prologue, is between God and Satan, who seem to be on 
surprisingly good terms. They debate whether Job’s 
righteousness and faithfulness to God is genuine. Perhaps, 
Satan suggests, Job only acts like that because he has a good, 
prosperous and comfortable life ‒ maybe he’d change his tune 
if he were to lose all that and become derelict. God is sure that 
wouldn’t happen, but he agrees to test Job by letting Satan 
take everything away from him. And so it goes: prosperity, 
wealth, family, health, security are all taken away, until Job is 
reduced to utter misery and desolation. 

The second debate, which takes up most of the book, is between Job and his three ‘friends’ or 
‘comforters’ ‒ in quotes because they hardly talk like sympathetic friends and they certainly don’t 
comfort him! They each think they know why this disaster has befallen Job, though they can’t agree on 
the reasons; all of them blame Job. 

It’s because God is punishing Job, who despite appearances must have committed terrible sins, says 
one: after all, Scripture says that God blesses the righteous and punishes the wicked. No, Job insists, 
he’s done nothing to deserve what’s happened to him, and anyway in the real world evil people often 
flourish while the good suffer. 

There isn’t space to go through all the complex arguments of the debate ‒ it’s worth reading for 
yourself, if you haven’t already. The point is, the author doesn’t allow anyone to win, to find a 
definitive answer. It’s up to the readers (or the audience) to explore it and discuss it afterwards and 
come to their/our own conclusions. 

                                                       
1 Fundamentalist Christians generally regard the story of Job as factual and historical. “There is no question about it that the book of Job 
records true history”, states the official website of the Protestant Reformed Churches in America. There is no good reason for thinking 
this and many good reasons to think otherwise. As Jesus’ parables demonstrate, truth can be revealed through fiction as well as fact. 
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Job’s bitterest complaint (chapter 23) is that he wants to have this debate, not with these ‘friends’ but 
with God, who he knows will listen and treat him fairly: 

O that I knew where I might find him, 
   that I might come even to his dwelling! 
I would lay my case before him, 
   and fill my mouth with arguments. 
I would learn what he would answer me, 
   and understand what he would say to me. 
Would he contend with me in the greatness of his power? 
   No; but he would give heed to me. 
There an upright person could reason with him, 
   and I should be acquitted for ever by my judge. 

But Job cannot find God; he feels completely forsaken and abandoned. In that low state he then gets 
an even harsher condemnation from a young man, Elihu, who arrogantly thinks he knows it all and can 
teach the others. 

Finally God does appear (chapters 38ff.) and speaks to Job, revealing the wonder of God’s power and 
magnificence in creation. God doesn’t really deal with Job’s complaints and arguments; he puts them 
in a context so much vaster and more wonderful that they seem insignificant by comparison. 

So in the end Job is satisfied ‒ maybe not intellectually, but in the depths of his being: 

I have uttered what I did not understand, 
   things too wonderful for me, which I did not know. 
[ … ] 
I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, 
   but now my eye sees you; 
therefore I despise myself, 
   and repent in dust and ashes. 

And that, it seems to me, is where the drama should end, with the questions of undeserved suffering 
still unanswered but seen differently in the light of God’s majestic wisdom. The prosaic ‘happy ending’ 
(Job 42:7‒17) doesn’t fit, and may have been added later. 
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PS You might also (or alternatively) like to read the other attachment, about the Anglo-Catholic mystic 
Evelyn Underhill. She sounds amazing. 


