
Of God and Men 
In his hand is the life of every living thing…   Job 12.10 

 
When I was in seminary we had a little weekly newsletter called Brute Facts.  It had 

announcements, birthdays, special events and the like.  It got its name from spoofing 

one of the sayings of Dr Van Til.  Most of you have never heard of Cornelius Van Til.  He 

was the youngest of the five founding professors of Westminster Theological Seminary 

back in 1929.  He used to say that there were no such things as “brute facts”—in other 

words, no such things as just plain information or facts—everything depended on what 

that information or those facts meant.  Everything needs interpretation. 

If your car makes a funny noise, you don’t just accept that the car is making a funny 

noise.  You want to know what it means.  Perhaps the transmission is going, the engine 

is misfiring, a bearing is wearing out. 

Someone—like your local mechanic—will interpret what that noise means, and then 

hopefully know enough to correct the problem.  But if he misdiagnoses the problem, his 

technical skills with a wrench don’t really matter very much. 

It works the same way with our theology—or in this case, the theology of Job and his 3 

friends.  An event has occurred—actually, as series of events:  Job has lost his property 

and income, his servants, his adult children and then his health.  3 of them seem to have 

the same interpretation of the facts:  Job must have sinned, and sinned a lot for this to 

have happened to him.   

Their working hypothesis is that good things happen to good people, bad things happen 

to bad people, and so since these events are bad, Job must be as well.  No brute facts 

here—that is the interpretation of Job’s troubles. 

Job understands that point of view, and yet has a problem with it.  He is saying that he 

hasn’t done anything that is worthy of this extent of suffering, so God must have gotten 

something wrong.  He tells us in v.4 of chapter 12 that he has had a relationship with 

God, and now he is the laughing stock of his friends. 

Needless to say, he is not happy about that, and after hearing from each one of  them 

once, he now argues back to them:  Clearly you are the majority who knows all the 

answers, and when you all die, wisdom will die with you.    

His approach to them is that of what is clearly observable to all—even the animals 

understand some things.  Even the animals understand that God is the one who acts in 

his creation.  He is the one who causes things to happen, and even the animal world 

understands this. 

That may seem far-fetched to us, until we look at another passage that reflects on the 

animal world: 

Psalm 104:27-30 27These all look to you, to give them their food in due season. 
28When you give it to them, they gather it up; when you open your hand, they 

are filled with good things. 29When you hide your face, they are dismayed; 
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when you take away their breath, they die and return to their dust. 30When you 

send forth your Spirit, they are created, and you renew the face of the ground. 

There is something going on here with Job’s worldview—how he sees and understands 

the universe to run.  For him, the working of God in creation is a normal thing.  God is 

the active force behind all things that go on, and even the animals can figure that out!  

 And it is very different from a western, 21st century perspective. 

For many people, the world seems to be run mechanically by the laws of nature, except 

when something different happens.  And for many, that means that if we don’t 

understand the cause of an event, it must be an anomaly, or chaos breaking out.   

A few generations before us, there was a generalized understanding that God created the 

heavens and the earth, set things in motion, and then decided to sit back and not get 

involved.  Unless there was something significant that needed to happen, and then he 

would intervene.  We would call that a miracle—at least if it was something that we 

liked, something that worked in our favor against the mechanics of the cosmos. 

The difference between the modern world view, and that of a few generations ago is the 

difference between materialism, and deism. 

And Job is not working with either perspective.  Job would decry both of those 

worldviews as being false, for they leave the Creator out of the everyday picture of the 

universe. 

John Walton, professor of OT at Wheaton College gives us some insight into Job’s 

perspective: 

In the ancient (and biblical) worldview, there was no divide between natural 

and supernatural. ….  

In the minds of the ancients, the gods did not intervene because such thinking 

would assume a realm of reality apart from them, which they could step into 

and out of.  The Israelites, along with everyone else in the ancient world, 

believed instead that every event was an act of deity….  No “natural’ laws 

governed the cosmos, deity ran the cosmos or was inherent in it.  There were no 

miracles (in the sense of events deviating from that which was “natural”), only 

signs of the deity’s activity (sometimes favorable, sometimes not).  There is 

nothing natural about the world.  Our theology needs to adjust to this 

alternative way of thinking in order for us to recover an appreciation of an 

active God.  (pp. 191-192, The NIV Application Commentary:  Job) 

What that means for Job is that what has happened to him has come to him either 

directly or indirectly from the hand of the God who is not merely creator but also 

sustainer of the cosmos. 

It was the same worldview that Jesus demonstrated when he said that not a sparrow can 

fall from the sky that the Father does not know about it. 
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And thus Job opens that worldview to us in the balance of chapters 12 & 13, which 

includes a very challenging sentence to translate and thus interpret, 13.15:  Though he 

slay me, I will hope in him; yet I will argue my ways to his face.  Job fears the 

extreme—that God will finish him off—but he will not stop waiting for God to hear his 

case that he is trying to present before him to proclaim his innocence. 

And he knows that the godless, the wicked will not come before God in that heavenly law 

court with the same defense.  And thus he challenges these 3 friends show the error of 

his argument—v. 19. 

From verse 20 to the rest of the chapter Job shifts his attention from talking to his 

friends about God, to speaking directly to God himself—and so we will look at that next 

week. 

But what of this worldview business? 

What worldview do we have?  For much of our culture, the worldview, the working 

philosophy is essentially materialistic. 

When an earthquake shakes California, a hurricane wreaks havoc on the east coast, a 

virus upsets the world order, or there are riots in the streets of major cities, how do we 

view those events? 

Are we materialists who believe in chaos interrupting our mechanized universe? 

Are we deists who occasionally get to observe God showing up to make himself useful, 

either to create a miracle to fix things, or to upset our lives enough to get our attention? 

Are we as some of the ancients, and contemporary primitives, who see spirits in every 

tree and rock, and want to throw young virgins into volcanoes to appease an angry 

deity? 

All three of these possibilities are corruptions of Job’s perspective, his worldview. 

Job knows that things happen in this world for a reason, and that God is the first, if not 

the ultimate cause.  He doesn’t simply let the world run on like a machine, nor does he 

only intervene occasionally.  He is actively involved in his world.  Job’s problem is that 

he does not know what we do about why he is experiencing his multiple losses, his 

sufferings. 

He does understand the essence of what we have in the Confession of faith in the section 

“Of Providence”: 

God the great Creator of all things upholds, directs, disposes and governs all 

creatures, actions and things, from the greatest even to the least, by his most 

wise and holy providence, according to his infallible foreknowledge and the free 

and immutable counsel of His own will to the praise of his glory of His wisdom, 

power, justice, goodness and mercy. (WCF, ch 5.I) 
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That being the case, why is it that we struggle so much with the concept of God’s 

working in his world?  Is it just that we are out numbered by our contemporaries and we 

hide our beliefs? 

Or is something else going on in our hearts?  John Walton again presents an insight: 

The question is whether we are prepared to let revelation and theology change 

our philosophy and shape our understanding of experience.  Are we willing to 

give God the benefit of the doubt and question our own presuppositions instead 

of his character? 

There are no brute facts—everyone has an interpretation.  Whether the issue is Job’s 

suffering, or our suffering, do we realize that God is in the midst of it, not passively but 

actively? 

If this is a mechanical universe with no one in charge, what hope do we have?  What 

value is there in doing what is right, if there is no God of justice and holiness? 

Is this a universe managed by a Creator who has taken his hands off the controls, and 

left it to random events?  To whom do we turn with any confidence of being heard? 

Or is this a world that is governed as well as created by the God who does all things well 

for his glory and our ultimate good?  When we lift up our eyes in the midst of our 

struggles and suffering, and we ask the question as the Psalmist did:  Where does my 

help come from? can we answer as he did:  my help comes from the LORD, maker of 

heaven and earth? 

The life of every living thing is in his hand—and that means you as well, even if the 

circumstances do not look pleasurable.  They didn’t for Job, yet he was confident that he 

would be heard, and vindicated, because God was very much in control. 


