
A Very Old Question 
If a man dies, shall he live again?   Job 14.14 

Job sets a pattern for us—maybe not one that we notice readily, but it is there none the 

less.  In the midst of his struggles with both his suffering, and his friends who are not 

being helpful, he turns his attention fully to God. 

Job has 2 requests before the dialog begins:  take your hand off of me—relieve the 

pressure, take away the troubles—and, don’t let your majesty, your greatness terrify me.  

He is well aware of the difference not only in magnitude between God and himself, but 

also the qualitative difference—that God is perfectly holy & righteous, not just all-

powerful.  And so once these conditions are met, the dialog can begin—and for Job, it 

doesn’t matter which one of them starts! 

To begin that dialog, Job is willing to have God show him his sins—and in v. 23, he uses 

4 different words that cover the range of meaning from failing and error to weakness or 

infirmity to misdeeds and wickedness—malignant sin.  He admits his powerlessness:  a 

driven leaf, dry chaff that the wind easily carries away.  He sees God’s hand on him in 

relationship to his youthful sins that he considers already forgiven—Job is pleading 

double jeopardy!  His feet are in blocks of wood so that he can only shuffle about, a 

prisoner who is closely watched, with boundaries beyond which he cannot cross.   

In such a condition, he is simply wasting away—and thus the request of v. 21:  grant 

relief from the suffering. 

There seems to be a shift in chapter 14—and remember that the chapter and verse 

divisions are added to the text.  It is shift from Job’s particular condition to the universal 

conditions of all mankind.  We live in a fallen world, and thus we have few days 

compared to the Eternal One, and the days that we have are full of trouble. 

And what else could be expected?  Can sinful parents produce sinless children?  Not a 

chance! 

As a flower blooms, then withers and dies, so is the human condition—don’t we know it 

all too well!  So how can God pick on such a sorry creature who is so limited in time and 

space, so ultimately powerless?  And if man is so weak and overcome by trouble, how 

about taking your hand away, stop watching over in judgment, and let him at least enjoy 

a bit of life like a hired worker who gets at least a little bit of pleasure between the 

labors. 

How bad is the human condition?  It is not even as good as a tree.   

Job observes something that we discovered with a sassafras tree—cut it down, bury the 

stump, and you figure that is the end of it.  But the root is still very much alive, and 

pushes up new saplings, which I allowed to grow to a certain size, and then cut down to 

be eventually made into walking sticks.  But they keep coming up, until finally, we have 

a beautiful tree in exactly the right place, now a good 20 feet high. 

But man does not get that same opportunity.  Once cut down, whether in the prime of 

life or not, there is no returning.  Death indeed ends it.  He will remain dead until the 

heavens cease to be—which in his ancient perspective, will not happen—they are part of 

the ageless creation. 
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Job’s desire is that God would put him in a special place in death, Sheol, so that when 

God cools off, he can get Job back to living again.  But he knows that is not to be. 

“If a man dies, shall he live again?”  This is a rhetorical question—and the answer that he 

knows is “no”.  And yet—to live again is the desire of his heart. 

And isn’t that the desire of all mankind?  Once coming to the realization that no one gets 

out alive, that maybe there is something beyond the grave? 

Every culture has had the understanding that there is an afterlife.  They may have 

thought they had to cross the river Styx to get to it, they may have thought they were 

able to take material and people from this life into the next.  What reaches deeply into 

the heart of humanity is that this life cannot be all that there is. 

And yet Job is honest enough with himself to not buy into fictious wishes of life beyond 

this one.  Job is simply working with the information at his disposal, not with the 

wishes, hopes and dreams of others.  If there was life beyond this life like this life, he 

could wait until then for vindication—he and God could have the conversation then. 

But it is not to be.  As mountains crumble, as rocks erode in a stream, so God breaks 

down the hope, the desire of humanity.  Sheol, death, the grave seems ends it all.  A 

man’s sons may come to the grave to honor him, but he himself has no awareness  of  it.  

All he knows is pain and his own grieving. 

You are probably asking yourself how this fits in with the rest of the Bible—a very good 

question! 

We need to remember that God did not reveal everything that we know now all at once.  

It is parceled out over time—hundreds of years, in a variety of ways.  The term we use is 

“progressive revelation”.   We use that idea all the time in education. 

When we teach language arts, mathematics, science, any discipline, we start off with 

simple, basic ideas—and then we build on those ideas.  The new material is not 

contradictory, although we may not understand it right off the bat, and we may not see 

how it all fits together at first.  But in time….. 

Job does not have the luxury of reading his Bible as we do.  He lives before Moses, 

before Torah, before the prophets, the psalms, certainly before the New Testament.  Job 

is working with what he can see, and what has been passed down to him from the 

previous generations who have walked with God as he has. 

And so you may wonder what good this ruminating of Job is supposed to do for us, with 

what we know. 

A fair question. 

Job wants to clear his name, his reputation.  His friends feel that since all this trouble 

has come upon him, that he must be a sinner of a great magnitude.  Job knows that is 

not the case, but he knows that his time is brief, and that once dead there will be no 

fixing the damage that has been done.  There is no return to this life. 
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And here is why we don’t stop reading the Bible with Job 14.  There is much more that 

God reveals in the pages of his book that is so much better than the wishes and dreams 

of any of the human cultures. 

Ecclesiastes 3.11 tells us that God has put eternity in the heart of man, yet we cannot 

figure out all that God has done, is doing, or will be doing in creation.  We have the 

concept deep in our souls that there must be something more—because he has put it 

there. 

You have heard what people say when a loved one dies:  “Mother is dancing with Dad in 

heaven now;”  “Fred has his wings and his harp;”  we have all kinds of guesses about 

what comes after our last breath here. 

Over the centuries of God’s progressive revelation we still do not have all the details.  

And we won’t.  But of Abraham it was said that he was gathered to his people (Genesis 

25.8).  This does not mean he was buried in the same cemetery.  He was buried 

hundreds of miles from Ur in Chaldea.   

The same thing was said of Ishmael (Genesis 15.17), Isaac (Genesis 35.29), Jacob 

(Genesis 49.33), Aaron (Numbers 20.24), Moses (Numbers 27.13), the Hebrews of 

Joshua’s time (Judges 2.10)—all gathered to their people.   

When God speaks to Moses at the burning bush, Moses wants to know to whom he is 

speaking.  He cannot just go down to Pharaoh and tell him that a burning bush was 

talking to him.  “Who shall I say sent me?”  “Tell them “I am” has sent you.  I am the god 

of Abraham, the god of Isaac, the god of Jacob.” 

Note the tense of the verb in that description.  God doesn’t say “I was the god of 

Abraham”, but “I am the god of Abraham”.  If Abraham no longer existed, “was” would 

be the correct form of the verb.  But Abraham still “is”, having been gathered to his 

people. 

You may remember the narrative of Saul contacting Samuel after he had died—and 

Samuel chides Saul for disturbing him by bringing him up.  Samuel did not cease to exist 

at death.  He was in a place and condition such that being called back by the witch of 

Endor, he was disturbed! 

David, in the 23rd Psalm ends with “and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD forever.”  

He is not describing about remaining in the temple forever, but somewhere else. 

Jesus comforted his disciples in John 14 with the words “in my Father’s house are many 

dwelling places—if it were not so, would I have told you I am going to prepare a place for 

you?  And if I go, I will come again and receive you to myself, that where I am, you 

maybe also.” 

To a fellow sufferer on a cross next to him he said “This day you will be with me in 

paradise.” 

How does this square with Job?  No conflict at all.   
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Note Job 14.22:  “He feels only the pain of his own body, and he mourns only for 

himself.”  This describes a man who has died (v. 20).   

What Job is describing is the condition of a person after they have breathed their last in 

this life, from his Old Testament understanding.  But this is not all that Job has to say on 

the subject; he will have more in a few more chapters. 

So what is going to happen to us?  Do we see our loved ones?  Will our dogs be there?  

Will we have wings and harps?  What will it be like? 

I clearly do not have all the answers, but I am confident of a few things: 

1. We will not cease to exist, in spite of what our materialistic society claims. 

2. We—and here I mean believers—are “gathered” to our people who have gone on 

before us.  Gathered—isn’t that a comforting thought?  We are not scattered by 

death, regardless of how or where we die.  We are gathered. 

3. We are gathered by our Savior who has prepared a place for us in his Father’s 

house, so that we will be with him, the One who died for us—forever.  As Paul 

expressed it (2 Corinthians 5.8), when we are absent from this body, we are 

present with the Lord. 

4. There is a time of judgment for all mankind—believers and unbelievers alike.  All 

will be called to account.  Escaping justice in this life does not mean escaping the 

Perfect Judge in the next. 

5. Again for believers, tears will be wiped away, and death itself will be swallowed 

up forever (Isaiah 25, 1 Corinthians 15).  The grieving that Job describes in 14.22 

will come to an end. 

6. Whatever else there is, it will be better than you can imagine.  Reflect on your 

best experience:  What God has prepared is better.  Remember your favorite 

meal?  The feast prepared is grander than that.  Paul informs us that ‘eye has not 

seen, ear has not heard, neither has it entered into the heart of man what God has 

prepared for those who love him.’ (1 Corinthians 2.9). 

We have much to take comfort in as believers.  We do not have a God who is out to 

destroy us, but who came to redeem us, to gather us, to bring us home.  This life is not 

all there is.  There is much more that he has prepared for us than we can imagine.  And 

so let us look not to the troubles of this life, but look expectantly to the joy set before us 

as we endure what we have here. 


