
Beyond the law
Wesley Mimico United Church

October 14, 2012
by Paul Shepherd

Based Job 23:1-9, 16-17 and Mark 10:17-31

Is anyone here a fan of the book of Job?  I'm asking because I find that reactions to the 

story of Job vary quite widely.  

In the Eastern Orthodox Church, for example, the story of Job is read every year during 

Holy Week, because they see Job the sufferer as an Old Testament icon of Christ.  I have heard 

that novelist Victor Hugo once suggested that “if all the world's literary efforts were destroyed, 

and he could save but a solitary sample, it would be 'Job'.”1  This week as I was doing my re-

search, I discovered numerous statements from people saying that the story of Job has great 

value in terms of literature, morality, sociology, and religion.  I also remember that while I was a 

student at Emmanuel College, one of the other seminaries at the University of Toronto offered a 

13-week course that focused entirely on preaching from the book of Job.  Job is like Alexander 

Keith's beer - “those who like it, like it alot”.

Other people – predictably – do not find the story so engaging.  They find it hard to read 

42 chapters of what they consider to be simply complaining.  Job complains.  His friends com-

plain.  His wife complains.  Even God complains.

We only read a small piece of the story of Job today, but the complete story goes like this:

Chapter 1, verse 1 gives the context: “There was once a man in the land of Uz whose 

name was Job.  That man was blameless and upright, one who feared God and turned away from 

evil.”2   And as the story unfolds, we learn that Job is a wealthy man.  He had an abundance of 

riches, livestock, land, and family.  He was living the good life.

But in the story, a number of heavenly beings get together, and God boasts to Satan about 

how faithful Job is.  And Satan responds that Job is only faithful because of his fantastic life, his 

wealth, and his family.  So God allows Satan to take away Job's possessions, his livestock, his 

family – except his wife, and his health, so that God and Satan can see how Job reacts to this 

change in fortune.

1 https://www.christiancourier.com/articles/726-penetrating-questions-from-the-book-of-job
2 Job 1:1 (NRSV)
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Job gets depressed, and curses the day he was born – but he does not curse God.

Job's friends come to comfort him, but they do not provide much comfort.  They believe 

that if someone is suffering, that person must have sinned against God and not repented.  There-

fore, Job's friends encourage Job to search his heart for a sin, an offence, and then to repent that 

sin to God.  Job's wife also offers her comfort, but her advice to Job is that he should simply 

“curse God and die”.

Job rejects the comfort and advice offered by his friends and wife and keeps reasserting 

his belief that he is upright and that he has done nothing wrong, and Job wonders how he can ar-

gue with God when he can't find God in the first place.

And finally, God appears in the story, complains about the amount of complaining going 

on, and essentially says that God is so far above human conception that we simply can't under-

stand God's ways and therefore we should just be obedient.  And in the end, because Job did not 

curse God, God gives back to Job twice the possessions that he had before.

In the telling of the story, some interesting questions do emerge.  I believe that the story 

of Job is popular - with those who like it - because it does raise, or at least open up these ques-

tions.

The over-riding question for most people is: Why do good people suffer?  And why do 

“good” people suffer while “bad” people prosper”?  Does God “allow” - or in this case even en-

courage – suffering?

And - Do people actually behave better because they expect to be rewarded by God?

And - Do people who expect rewards expect those rewards during this lifetime, and do 

expect those rewards to be in an external form, like wealth?

To me, the story is primarily about the psychological connection between “being good” 

and “being rewarded”.  If God allows Satan to take away Job's possessions, then that would tend 

to break the whole idea that “good people” should expect to have a “good life”.  That would at 

least match our own reality today, where many caring people live in poverty and others live high 

on stolen wealth.  But I'm not so sure that is what the author intended, because right at the end, 

God is said to give Job twice what Job had at the start of the story.  Of course, it's possible that 

the author just wanted the story to have a “happy ending”.
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But I think it's deeper than that.  I think that part of our human experience - part of our es-

sential humanity - is the idea that we want things to be fair in some sense.  We want to believe 

that “good people” will have “good lives”.  And as a society we have wanted that for a long time.  

And we have wanted that for a long time because we don't see it.  It is elusive.

The other thing that strikes me about the story of Job was right in the first verse, where 

we are told that Job was a “good man” - not because of what he did, but because of what he did 

not do.  Nowhere in the story does it say that Job did anything worthwhile - it just said that Job 

avoided evil.  

And that to me is what connects the story of Job with today's gospel.  One obvious con-

nection is that both the story of Job and the gospel centre on rich, powerful men.  Not only that, 

but the two rich and powerful men are model citizens.  They are described as model followers of 

the faith.  In the story of Job, Job is described as righteous and upright.  And the rich man in the 

gospel claims that he has followed all of God's laws for his entire life.  So, both of the men are 

good at following the laws.  And what laws?  Actually, Jesus lays out exactly what he means for 

the rich man - “You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall not steal; You 

shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; Honor your father and mother.”  Essentially, a 

short list from the 10 commandments.  No big surprises there.

And yet – I am actually surprised.  I would have thought that a righteous person would 

help others, work in a soup kitchen, help with a community supper, visit people in hospital or in 

prison.  I would have thought that a righteous person would be going out of their way to contrib-

ute to the welfare of others - not simply avoiding certain bad behaviours.  

But that's how laws work, right?  Laws tend to be written as those things that we should 

not do.  That's certainly the case with the laws as prescribed in what we often call the Ten Com-

mandments.  On the one hand, the 10 commandments are pretty common sense - don't kill each 

other and don't steal each other's stuff. That seems fairly basic.  The laws are all about preventing 

people from doing certain actions.  But there is very little that can be interpreted as what we 

should do.  It's all about what we should not do.  Even the command to “honour your parents” I 

always take to be “don't dishonour your parents”.

But are laws that tell us what we should not do enough?  Is following the law enough?
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In our gospel today, Jesus gives a resounding “NO” to that question.  The rich man tells 

Jesus that he has not violated any of the laws, and Jesus says, great - now you just have to do 

something positive with your life.  Sell your possessions.  Give your money to the poor.  And fol-

low me!  Jesus does not tell the rich man that following the law is bad, or even that following the 

law is irrelevant - just that following the law is simply not enough.  That simply having faith is 

not enough.  That having faith and following the rules is only the first step on a much broader 

journey of adventure and discovery.

Peruvian theologian Gustave Gutierrez 

In the words of Michaela Bruzessa, “Both Job’s friends and the rich young man assumed 

that faith was quantifiable and livable in the tidy parcels afforded by following rules and gaining 

rewards.  But today Job and Jesus expose the danger of such self-serving religion”3  Peruvian 

theologian Gustave Gutiérrez describes this as a situation where “there is no true encounter with 

God but rather the construction of an idol”4

The challenge by Jesus to the rich man was to live – not outside the law, but beyond the 

law.  To embark on a journey into unexpected places, and unexpected relationships.  Unexpected 

relationships with God, with each other, and even within our own selves.  Let each of us try to 

hear that challenge today in our own way.

Amen.

3 www.sojo.net subscriber materials
4 www.sojo.net subscriber materials
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