
Did you hear what 
happened to Joh? ? 0J) 

0 

by Mark E. Braun 

ark Twain said once that a lie can travel 
half way around the world while the truth 
is putting on its boots. 

He might have said the same thing about bad news. 
"Did you hear about the five car pileup on the free
way?" "Do you know her husband left her?" "T?e 
doctor said the lump is malignant." "They had to hle 
for bankruptcy." Bad news always seems to travel fast. 

Centuries ago in the land of U z, people were ask-
ing, "Did you hear what happened to Job?" . 

On one dreadful day Job lost all his livestock, his 
servants were massacred, and-worst of all-a torna
do destroyed his oldest son's home, and all Job's chil
dren who were inside the house, died. On a second 
terrible day, Job was struck with a painful, revolting 
illness. His skin scabbed and peeled; his only relief 
was to scratch himself raw with the jagged edges of 
broken scraps of pottery. 

Bad news like that had to travel fast. 
Job's neighbors could only talk about the disasters 

they could see. The opening two chapters of the Book 
of Job, however, allow readers to learn information 
his neighbors-and even Job-could never know. 

Job is described as "upright and blameless" (1:1); 
he never claimed to be without sin, but he was a good 
man. He enjoyed a favorable reputation, "the greatest 
man among all the people of the East" (1:3). Still 
more, he ''feared God and shunned evil'' (1 :1 ). He was 
one of God's people. He believed in the Lord and 
wanted to pass the faith on to his children ( 1 :5 ). The 
Lord himself said, "There is no one on earth like 
him" (1:8). 

Yet all these bad things happened to him. Why do 
good people suffer? Why do bad things happen to 
God's people? 

The book of Job also lets us eavesdrop on a stagger
ing conversation between the Lord and Satan. In the 
garden of Eden, Satan wanted Eve to think he was her 
best friend; here there's no such pretense. "Satan" 
means "the accuser," and he lived up to his name. 
"Does Job fear God for nothing?" Satan slandered. 
"Have you not put a hedge around him and his 
household and everything he has? ... Stretch out your 
hand and strike everything he has, and he will surely 
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curse you to your face" (1:9-11). When Job did not 
curse God at the loss of his wealth and his children, 
Satan accused Job again: "Skin for skin! A man will 
give all he has for his own life. But stretch ?ut your 
hand and strike his flesh and bones, and he will surely 
curse you to your face" (2:4,5 ). 

There's something reassuring in the Lord's reply to 
Satan.Job's safety was still in the Lord's hands. Satan 
had to gain the Lord's permission before he could put 
Job's faith to the test, and he could do no more ~arm 
than God allowed. The apostle Paul later explamed: 
"God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted 
beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, 
he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up 
under it" (1 Corinthians 10:13). 

Most remarkable is Job's initial reaction to his 
losses. "The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; 
may the name of the Lord be praised" (1:21). When 
his wife told him it wasn't worth it to trust God, Job 
answered, "You are talking like a foolish woman. 
Shall we accept good from God, and not trouble?" 
(2:10). 

Some bad things happened to one of God's people. 
Three of Job's friends came to comfort him. The scene 

is set for a powerful discussion 
about God, man, and why 

God's people have 
to suffer. 

Mark Braun is director of 
spiritual life programming and 
instructor of theology at Wisconsin 
Lutheran College, Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 
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WHEN BAD THINGS HAPPEN TO GOD'S PEOPLE Second of a series 

With friends 
like these ... 

by Mark E. Braun 

ave you ever had a friend in the hospital? (8:20). Admit your guilt, they were saying, and all 
Have you ever felt you should go visit that will be well again. 
friend? Have you ever wanted to go but As the dialogues proceed, Job's friends intensified 

didn't, because you were scared you'd say the wrong the attack. When he first spoke, Eliphaz only hinted 
thing? If you have, you can understand Job's three that Job may have sinned; by the third round, 
friends. The most worthwhile thing they did was go Eliphaz made up sins Job must have done: "You sent 
to see him. '1 ob's three friends, Eliphaz the widows away empty-handed and broke the strength 
Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the Naa- of the fatherless. That is why snares are all around 
mathite ... set out from their homes and met to- you" (22:9,10). Zophar strained to convince Job that 
gether by agreement to go and sympathize with him God always punishes the wicked in this life: "The 
and comfort him" (2 :11) . When they saw Job's sad mirth of the wicked is brief, the joy of the godless 
state, "they began to weep aloud, and they tore their lasts but a moment. Though his pride reaches to the 
robes and sprinkled dust on their heads" heavens and his head touches the clouds, he will 
(2:12)-acceptable ways to express grief in that perish forever" (20:5-7). 
culture. How could three friends, who went to comfort, 

They also said nothing, they sat in silence with turn so cruel? God is just. He does punish wicked-
J ob, "because they saw how great his suffering was" ness. St. Paul said, "A man reaps what he sows" 
(2:13). Readers today might think they should have (Galatians 6:7). ButJob's friends wrongly presumed 
spoken sooner. Their silence, however, and their that God deals with us only with justice. They be-
willingness to be with him in his grief, may have lieved Job's suffering was God's direct judgment for 
been the best thing to do. They were younger than specific sins. Because they wanted to make sense of 
Job; perhaps it wasn't right for them to speak until what appeared to be a senseless situation, they felt 
he spoke first. compelled to explain why God does what he does. 

As it turns out, their silence was far more com- God doesn't need us to do that. 
forting than their words. The great middle portion Although these three friends came to comfort Job, 
of the book of Job is a poetic dialogue between Job in the end they offered greater reassurance only to 
and his friends. Each friend spoke, and Job replied. themselves. If all this happened to Job because he was 
The speeches are long and sometimes complex, but bad, it didn't take much for them to conclude, "This 
the friends repeated a painfully simple theme: God must not be happening to us because we're good!" 
is just; God punishes sinners; Job was suffering. God help us that we never have 
Therefore, Job must have committed some terrible friends like this. God help us 
sin to warrant such frightful punishment. that we never be friends 

Examples abound. ''Who being innocent, has ever like this. 
perished?" Eliphaz asked. "As I have observed, those 
who plow evil and those who sow trouble reap it" 
( 4:7,8). Bildad said, "Surely God does not reject a 
blameless man or strengthen the hands of evildoers" 
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W H E N B A D T H I N G S H A P P E N T 0 G 0 D ' S P E 0 P L E Third ot a series 

by Mark E. Braun 

S 
omeone named Marshal de Villars once 
remarked, "God save me from my friends; I 
can protect myself from my enemies." 

Job would have nodded agreement. His friends 
came to bring comfort, but they let him down. 

And he said so. "A despairing man should have 
the devotion of his friends," Job said (6:14). These 
"friends" reminded him of seasonal streams that 
become swollen in the springtime only to evaporate 
in summer's heat. "Doubtless you are the people, 
and wisdom died with you,'' Job howled, his sarcasm 
intact (12:2). "I also could speak like you, if you were 
in my place; I could make fine speeches against you 
and shake my head at you. But my mouth would 
encourage you; comfort from my lips would bring 
you relief." 

Job was equally dissatisfied with the "comfort" 
they offered-which was no comfort at all. While he 
never claimed to be sinless, Job knew he was not 
guilty as his friends said. Why had God done this to 
him? And how could he question God? "How can a 
mortal be righteous before God?" Job asked. 
"Though one wished to dispute with him, he could 
not answer him one time out of a thousand .... Even 
if I summoned him and he responded, I do not 
believe he would give me a hearing." 

Job's bitterness and frustration show. Now he 
cursed the day he was born and wished he had died 
before he'd ever seen the light of day. He felt hope
less and helpless. He battled with God: "Do you have 
eyes of flesh? Do you see as a mortal sees? . . . Your 
hands shaped me and made me. Will you now turn 
and destroy me?" "[God] has made me his target." 

It isn't very pleasant reading, yet Martin Luther 
remarked: 'This is the finest part of the book. It is 
understood only by those who also experience and 
feel what it is to suffer the wrath and judgment of 
God, and to have his grace hidden." If you've suf-
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fered, you know what he means. 
And yet, in the middle of his agony, Job spoke 

one of the most amazing faith statements of the Old 
Testament. He lamented that his friends had all let 
him down, yet he said, "I know that my Redeemer 
lives" (19:25). A human redeemer served as an advo
cate for another. He was to provide an heir for a 
brother who died childless (Deuteronomy 25: 5-10) . 
He was to buy back th·e land that a poor relative was 
forced to sell outside the family (Leviticus 25: 25-28). 
He was to be an "avenger of blood" when a relative 
had been murdered (Numbers 35:19-21). Although 
Job's human friends failed him, he believed he had a 
divine Redeemer who would plead his case. 

Job continued: "And ... in the end he will stand 
upon the earth. And after my skin has been 
destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will 
see him with my own eyes." Even if he was not vindi
cated in this life, Job was confident that God would 
defend him. Even if Job died and was buried, a day 
would come when he would see God - in his own 
flesh, with his own eyes. Death would not be the end. 
He would see his Redeemer on the last day. 

Even in such great faith, Job could never have 
seen all we can see.Jesus Christ, our perfect Brother, 
our great Defender and Redeemer, rose from the 
grave. His resurrection is the Father's ultimate assur
ance that sin cannot harm us and the grave cannot 
hold us. Because he lives, we also live. 

The most powerful answer to human suffering is 
guaranteed by an empty 

grave: "I know that my 
Redeemer lives." 

Mark Braun is director of spiritual life programing and 
instructor of theology at Wisconsin Lutheran College, 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 
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Wisdom from a 
whippersnapper 

by Mark E. Braun 

H ave you ever heard the story about the 
four blind men trying to describe an ele
phant? 

One man got hold of a big, floppy elephant ear 
and said, "The elephant is like a leaf." Another 
pressed against the animal's solid bulk and claimed, 
"No, the elephant is like a wall." A third man 
stretched both arms around one of the elephant's 
legs; "The elephant is like a tree," he decided. A 
fourth took hold of its trunk, and when it twisted 
from his grasp he shouted, "No, the elephant is like 
a snake." 

Each man imagined the entire elephant was all 
like his part. In fact, the elephant is not at all like 
any one of the parts, but a combination of the parts. 

The same is true of the book of Job. Job's three 
friends were correct that God is just and that he pun
ishes sin, but they were wrong to suggest that God 
deals with us only with justice. 

Another person approached to offer something 
new-an insight the three friends had not voiced. 
"Elihu ... became very angry with Job for justifying 
himself rather than God. He was also angry with the 
three friends, because they had found no way to 
refute Job, and yet had condemned him" (32:2,3). 

The three friends were younger than Job; Elihu 
was younger still. "I am young in years," Elihu began, 
"and you are old; that is why I was fearful, not daring 
to tell you what I know" (32:6). But since the three 
older friends could not persuade Job, he felt obliged 
to speak. 

The most valuable insight Elihu offered was this: 
God sends suffering not only as a product of his jus
tice but also as an instrument to draw us closer to 
himself. God's primary motivation is not punish
ment but chastening love. "God does speak ... to 
turn man from wrongdoing and keep him from 
pride, to preserve his soul from the pit, his life from 
perishing by the sword. Or a man may be chastened 
on a bed of pain .... He prays to God and finds favor 
with him, he sees God's face and shouts for joy .... 
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God does all these things to a man-twice, even 
three times-to turn back his soul from the pit, that 
the light oflife may shine on him" (33:14-30). 

Yes, God is just, but as David wrote, "He does not 
treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to 
our iniquities" (Psalm 103:10). What is God's inten
tion? As Elihu said, to preserve our souls. "God whis
pers to us in our pleasures," C. S. Lewis observed, 
"speaks in our consciences, but shouts in our pains: 
it is his megaphone to a deaf world." 

What Elihu said was good; the problem lay in how 
he said it. He said, "I am full of words, and the spirit 
within me compels me; inside I am like bottled-up 
wine, like new wineskins ready to burst. I must speak 
and find relief" (32: 18-20). Would you like being 
comforted by someone who talked like this? It grew 
worse. "Pay attention, Job, and listen to me .... If 
you have something to say, answer me .... But if not, 
then listen" (33:31-33). Elihu calledJob a man who 
"drinks scorn like water" (34:7). He dared to say of 
himself, "Be assured that my words are not false; one 
perfect in knowledge is with you" (36:4). 

Elihu had wisdom to offer, but he came across as a 
wiseacre, a whippersnapper, because of how he said 
it. 

All the good things we say may be undone by a cal
lous attitude or a harsh tone, especially if the com
forter is younger than the one to be comforted. Paul 
advised Timothy, "Do not rebuke an older man 
harshly, but exhort him as if he were your father" (1 
Timothy 5:1). 

Two pieces of the puzzle are in place. When bad 
things happen to God's people, he deals with us 

with justice and with chastening love. 
But the last word on suffering 

must come from the Lord. 

Mark Braun is director of spiritual life programing and 
instructor of theology at Wisconsin Lutheran College, 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 
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WHEN BAD THINGS HAPPEN TO GOD'S PEOPLE~~~Fitthofaseries 

~~ 

A last word 
from the Lord 

by Mark E. Braun 

T hroughout Job's distress he longed to have 
his day in court with God: "If only I knew 
where to find him; if only I could go to his 

dwelling! I would state my case before him and fill 
my mouth with arguments. I would find out what he 
would answer me, and consider what he would say." 

And so, when Elihu announced, "Out of the north 
he comes in golden splendor; God comes in awe
some majesty," we might think: Now, finally, Job will 
get to ask God the big question: "Why is this happen
ing to me?" Now we'll find out why God lets bad 
things happen to his people. 

But as one begins to read the Lord's speeches, it 
soon becomes apparent that he had no intention of 
granting Job's request. ''Who is this that darkens my 
counsel with words without knowledge?" the Lord 
asked. "Brace yourself like a man; I will question you, 
and you shall answer me." The Lord of the universe 
is not in the habit of submitting to cross-examination 
from his creatures. Job had no right, as C. S. Lewis 
once phrased it, to put "God in the dock." God 
wasn't on trial here.Job was. 

Instead, the Lord came to reprimand Job for his 
arrogance, and to teach him that the only appropri
ate response to a sovereign God is submission to his 
will. He challenged Job with a barrage of unanswer
able questions: "Where were you when I laid the 
earth's foundation? ... Have you ever given orders 
to the morning, or shown the dawn its place? ... 
Have you entered the storehouses of the snow or 
seen the storehouses of the hail? ... Can you bring 
forth the constellations in their seasons? ... Do you 
send the lightning bolts on their way?" 

If Job was unable to answer the deep questions of 
the universe, how could he demand that God 
explain why he permits some of his children to suf
fer? 

After two chapters of it, Job had enough: "I am 
unworthy - how can I reply to you? I put my hand 
over my mouth." But the Lord wasn't done with him. 
"Would you discredit my justice? Would you con-
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demn me to justify yourself?" Then the Lord burst 
into a vivid and sometimes humorous description of 
the behemoth and the leviathan: "Look at the behe
moth, which I made along with you .... What 
strength he has in his loins, what power in the .mus
cles of his belly! ... Can you pull in the leviathan 
with a fishhook or tie down his tongue with a rope? 
... Can you make a pet of him like a bird or put him 
on a leash for your girls?" 

If those mighty beasts, which terrified human 
beings, were God's creatures, how could a man ques
tion God's wisdom, or his judgment? "Surely I spoke 
of things I did not understand," Job concluded, 
"things too wonderful for me to know." 

One might suppose that Job didn't get the answer 
he wanted. Yet he learned that a part of the reason 
why bad things happen to God's people must remain 
hidden. The Lord is not obligated to reveal to us why 
he does what he does. When Job accepted that, he 
no longer agonized over his suffering: "My ears had 
heard of you but now my eyes have seen you," he 
said. "Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust 
and ashes." He didn't get the explanation he'd 
hoped for, but he got the assurance he needed. 

The Lord's speeches provide the third piece of 
the puzzle. The three friends emphasized God's jus~ 
tice. Elihu highlighted his chastening love. The Lord 
displayed his sovereignty. 

God asks us to trust him even when we can't 
understand him. Philip Yancey wrote, 'Job convinces 
me that God is more interested in our faith than in 
our pleasure." We may never be able to say, "Lord, 
now I know why you let this hurt come into my life," 
but we will be able to say, "Lord, now I know you bet

ter, and I know I can 
count on you more." 

And that will 
be enough. 

Mark Braun is director of spiritual life program
ing and instructor of theology at Wisconsin 
Lutheran College, Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 
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WHEN BAD THING HAPPEN TO GOD'S PEOPLE Sixthotaseries 

by Mark E. Braun 

e want happy endings. Years of watching 
television have conditioned us to expect that 
no matter how grim things appear, the bad 

guys will get caught, the good guys will win, and the 
hero will get the girl-all in time for the nightly news. 

In real life, of course, the plot doesn't always devel
op as we'd like, and dilemmas aren't resolved by the 
top of the hour. 

Job's story has a happy ending. After thirty-nine 
chapters of dialogue with his friends, with Elihu, and 
with the Lord, the last half chapter of the book com
pletes the narrative, and all the loose ends are drawn 
together. 

First the Lord addressed the friends. "I am angry 
with you and your two friends," he told Eliphaz, 
"because you have not spoken of me what is right, as 
my servant Job has." Although they'd begun with good 
intentions, the friends dishonored God and wounded 
the very one they'd come to help. "My servant Job will 
pray for you," the Lord said, "and I will accept his 
prayer, and not deal with you according to your folly." 
In the end, Job had to forgive his comforters. 

After he prayed for his friends, "the Lord made him 
prosperous again, and gave him twice as much as he 
had before." In time the Lord restoredJob's financial 
good fortune, but more important is that Job was now 
spiritually restored. His relationship with his Lord was 
repaired. His disease was removed. He was better 
again. 

The Lord doesn't mention Elihu at all. One com
mentator has proposed that Elihu wasn't addressed 
because his counsel was so good: "God pronounces no 
judgment upon what he has said, because it was right 
and true." Luther, however, called Elihu a "good-for
nothing chatterer," and some think he was ignored 
because his words lacked genuine compassion. 

Friends and family now came to console Job. They 
brought their presents, but still better, they brought 
their presence. "The Lord blessed the latter part of 
Job's life more than the first." The number of sheep, 
camels, oxen, and donkeys Job gained was exactly dou-
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ble what he lost. The Lord gave him a new family of 
seven sons and three daughters. While the Old 
Testament usually identifies a man's sons, the names 
of Job's new daughters are reported. Jemimah means 
"dove"; Keziah, "cinnamon"; Keren-Happuch, a "con
tainer of antimony," a highly-prized eye shadow. Their 
names reveal the peace Job now enjoyed. 

"After this Job lived a hundred and forty years," an 
advanced age often associated with the patriarchs. He 
lived to see his great grandchildren. He died "old and 
full ofyears"-not only a long life, but a good one. 

"And they all lived happily ever after"-that's how 
we'd like our stories to turn out. But what if your 
story doesn't have the sort of happy ending Job's story 
has? What if your illness is not removed? What if your 
losses are not reversed? What if the Lord doesn't give 
you a new family to replace the one you've lost? Can 
any new son or daughter ever take the place of a child 
who has died? 

Here's the good news: the Savior has planned a 
happy ending for all his suffering people. Thirty-five 
years after Jesus lived and died for us, Peter faced the 
gloomy prospect of a martyr's death. To the unin
formed observer his life and his preaching were fail
ures. But Peter knew the true "happy ending" God 
has prepared for those who love him, and his mighty 
words have sustained many generations: "Praise be to 
the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his 
great mercy he has given us new birth into a living 
hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from 
the dead, and into an inheritance that can never per
ish, spoil or fade-kept in heaven for you" (1 Peter 
1:3,4). 

We may have to suffer now, but when Jesus is 
revealed, we'll receive all the good 
thirtgs we've been waiting for. 
There's a happy ending that never 
ends. 

Mark Braun is director 
of spiritual life programing 
and instructor of theology at Wisconsin 
Lutheran College, Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 
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W H E N B A D T H I N G S H A P P E N T 0 G 0 D ' S P E 0 P L E Last ot a series 

The rest of the story 
by Mark E. Braun 

fred Lord Tennyson called Job "the greatest 
oem of ancient or modern times." Thomas 
arlyle considered Job's story "one of the 

grandest things ever written with the pen." 
That's not to say, however, that the book is easily 

understood. The church father Jerome compared it 
with an eel: the more tightly one holds on to it, the 
faster it glides away. The story emphasizes that God 
deals with his suffering people according to three vital 
principles: justice, chastening love, and sovereignty. 

Yet Job doesn't report everything God has revealed 
about suffering. The New Testament tells us the rest of 
the story. 

Job's three friends wanted to blame his troubles on 
a specific sin. Jesus' disciples posed a similar solution 
when they met a man blind from birth: "Rabbi, who 
sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born 
blind?" Jesus refused to assign blame. "This hap
pened," he said, "so that the work of God might be dis
played in his life" (John 9:2,3). When bad things hap
pen to us, the important question is not, "Lord, why 
did you let this happen?" but, "Lord, how will you use 
this to bring glory to yourself and blessings to others?" 

Paul explained how a gracious Lord can use trouble 
to strengthen us: "We also rejoice in our sufferings, 
because we know that suffering produces persever
ance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. 
And hope does not disappoint us" (Romans 5:3-5). 

James wrote, 'The testing of your faith develops per
severance. Perseverance must finish its work so that 
you may be mature and complete, not lacking any
thing" (James 1:3,4). Paul and James aren't saying 
there's something enjoyable or meritorious in suffer
ing; God uses it to shape us more into the kind of men 
and women he wants us to be. 

A favorite verse for many of God's people is: ''We 
know that in all things God works for the good of 
those who love him" (Romans 8:28). All things-even 
tragic accident or deadly illness, stubborn sin or fool
ish choices. Jesus turned the most horrible defeat into 
victory when he died as our substitute. The cross has 
become the symbol of God's love and forgiveness. The 
empty grave reversed death. God can turn tragedy to 
triumph, tears to joy. 

Paul also told the Romans: "I consider our present 
sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that 
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will be revealed in us" (Romans 8:18). If you could 
place all the miseries of life onto one side of a balance 
scale, and all the great things God gives us through 
Jesus onto the other, the glory would so outweigh the 
miseries that they ought not even be placed side by 
side. 

While we live here, the strength we've received from 
our Savior makes us uniquely able to help others: 
"Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all 
comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that 
we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort 
we ourselves have received from God" (2 Corinthians 
1 :3,4). God has designed us to be conduits, conveying 
to others the blessings we've received. 

The most remarkable New Testament word on suf
fering is in the letter to the Hebrews. When we suffer, 
isn't it easy to think God doesn't love us? In fact, suf
fering demonstrates that God does love us, that we are 
his children. 'The Lord disciplines those he loves, and 
he punishes every one he accepts as a son." A father 
who loves his children disciplines them. It's true, of 
course, that "no discipline seems pleasant at the time, 
but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of 
righteousness and peace for those who have been 
trained by it" (Hebrews 12:5-11). As the hymnwriter 
put it: "Now I may know both joy and woe;/ Someday I 
shall see clearly/ That he hath loved me dearly." 

A time will come when all the bad things that have 
happened to God's people will be distant memories. 
After a life of service and suffering, Jesus gave the 
apostle John a stunning vision of the "new Jerusalem, 
coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a 
bride beautifully dressed for her husband." He heard a 
voice say: "'Now the dwelling of God is with men, and 
he will live with them. They will be his people, and 
God himself will be with them and be their God. He 
will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no 
more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old 
order of things has passed away"' (Revelation 21 :3,4). 

No more bad things. Everything that happens to 
God's people from then on will be good. 

Mark Braun is director of spiritual life programing and instructor of 
theology at Wisconsin Lutheran College, Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 
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