
Suffering for the Greatest Reason 
…argue the case of a man with God….   Job 16.21 

As you probably recall from previous weeks, Job is struggling with the reason for his 

great losses—property & finances, children, health—and now peace, as his three friends 

have gone from mourners to accusers. 

Job, of course, is not alone.  When things don’t work the way we expect them to, we 

want an explanation.  Some of you may have a bulletin that has shades of grey on the 

paper—maybe inside, maybe outside, maybe both.  This only happened with the first 5 

or 6; the rest are fine.  So are question is, what happened to those 5 or 6?  Interesting 

that we don’t ask what happened to the other 19 or 20 that didn’t have the grey. 

I have a theory…. 

And of course, so do Job’s friends have a theory.  As a matter of fact, they are united in 

thinking that there is only one reason for Job’s suffering:  Job’s sin.  And, we notice that 

Job also sees this as the reason, and that is why he complains as he does—for he has not 

sinned. 

To be fair with them, they do not have  the information that we do in the first 2 chapters.  

And, they do not have the benefit of the rest of Scripture as we do, since the dating of 

these conversations is around the time of the patriarchs, long before Moses gave us the 

Pentateuch.  For in the rest of the Bible we see that there are a variety of reasons for a 

person to suffer—including a person like Job. 

And perhaps the term “reason” is better replaced by “purpose” or “goal”—for if God is 

behind suffering, and Job says that He is, then simply saying there is a reason seems 

trite.  God does have reasons, explanations—but he has some thing even better than 

that:  he has purposes for suffering.  He has goals to be reached through suffering.  This 

stuff is not for nothing.  As one commentator expressed it, “the Bible looks forward in 

hope and seeks explanations, not so much in origins as in goals.” 

7 Purposes/Goals for suffering: 

1. Punitive—what the friends think is the case here; 

2. Corrective—another possibility for Job, according to his friends; 

3. Instructive—toughing through a difficult situation to learn a lesson; 

4. Discipline (in the sense of training); think of exercise! 

5. Exemplary—someone else has suffered because of sin, so don’t sin that way 

either! 

6. Morally therapeutic & prophylactic—the pain in this situation will help you 

through the pain in another situation.  If you can tough it through this, the rest is 

easy. 

7. Vicarious—one person suffering for another, either intentionally or 

unintentionally.  A crime has been committed, and someone has to pay the price.  

Here I am thinking of something like a white man committing a crime, and a 

black man being lynched 100 years ago.  Where is the justice in that, you say?  
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There isn’t any justice in that.  It is very unjust.  Yet a mob might accept it—until 

individual  consciences wake up and bother them.  I am sure you can come up 

with other examples. 

And of course, we might question the efficacy of such a vicarious suffering.  One person 

might be forced to pay the price for another’s’ crime, yet in reality, can one really suffer 

for another?  Consider Ezekiel 14.14:  Even if these three men, Noah, Daniel and Job 

were in it (the land of Judah), they would deliver but  their own lives by their 

righteousness, declares the Lord GOD.   

3 examples of righteousness mentioned here—granted, relative righteousness, for none 

of the 3 were sinless.  If you were threatened by a world-wide flood, Noah would be your 

man.  If an conquering pagan army wanted to challenge your biblical lifestyle, Daniel 

would be your representative.   

But Job?   

Why is Job suffering, after all?  He is trying to figure it out himself.  In our categories 

listed, it seems like perhaps his suffering is instructive—not for him, necessarily, but 

certainly for us, and in the course of our study of the book we will see how that plays out. 

In these 2 chapters, 16 & 17, Job’s thoughts point us to something.  He begins (16.1-5) 

and ends (17.10-16) his speech focusing on his 3 friends, and their speeches.  He then 

describes other assailants—including God—in 16.6-14, and 17.2-9.  He next returns to 

his despair, 16.15-17 and 16.22 - 7.1. 

And then right in the center of these themes, is the key to how Job survives all of this:  

His hope, 16.18-21: 

18O earth, cover not my blood, and let my cry find no resting place.  19Even now, 

behold, my witness is in heaven, and he who testifies for me is on high.  20My 

friends scorn me; my eye pours out tears to God, 21that he would argue the case 

of a man with God, as a son of man does with his neighbor. 

What is Job getting at here?  He is claiming that the One who can speak for him is God 

himself—God is the ultimate witness and testifier of Job’s life and character.  And it 

would seem that he is calling on God to be the mediator between God himself, and Job! 

Well, where else can he go?   

Certainly not to his 3 friends, even though their hearts were, at least before, in the right 

place when they came to grieve with him.  Surely he cannot now depend on them to 

argue his case before the heavenly counsel, to provide vindication for him—they 

consider him guilty beyond all doubt! 

The only thing that Job can do is appeal to God to remember Job’s righteousness, and 

all that he has done with his life thus far.  And that is what Job does in his speeches, as 

we will continue to see. 
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Now if we were Old Testament readers, we might be excused from missing some things 

that Job has said in these chapters—or at least taking them at face value, and not 

reading anything else into them. 

Note 16.10:  men have gaped at me with their mouth; they have struck me insolently on 

the cheek; they mass themselves together against me.  Consider back to v. 7:  he has 

(you have) made desolate all my company.  Notice 17.6:    He has made me a byword of 

the peoples, and I am one before whom men spit. 

Can you think of anyone else of whom these passages could apply?  If you are thinking of 

the crucifixion of Christ, and other passages like Isaiah 53, then you realize that Job’s 

suffering is very much like that of Jesus—and yet for an entirely different purpose—a 

very different goal.  The suffering of Jesus is as truly vicarious as it is truly extreme.   

And yet, the hints that we find here in Job can only be detected by the New Testament 

reader who already knows about the vicarious suffering of the Lord Jesus Christ.  Job, at 

most, can only dream of someone who would be a mediator, one who could take the 

suffering for him. 

“If the book of Job cannot take on this full eschatological dimension, it is largely because 

it does not yet have the achievement of Jesus Christ to include in the picture.  For in 

Him the greatest evils, the betrayal and crucifixion of the Son of God, become, and now 

are, the greatest good for all mankind.” 

You see, it is possible for one person to share the burdens of others—to come alongside 

and commiserate while another suffers.  The price paid for this can be suffering.  Job’s 

friends do that initially.  That suffering can be voluntary as it was initially for them is 

kind.   

Yet when suffering is truly vicarious it is one of the most amazing and liberating of all 

the truths revealed in Scripture.  And that is exactly what we know about Jesus Christ.  

He has taking suffering to the extreme, by suffering what we should be suffering—

punitively, for our sins.  We deserved it.  He did not.  

He is both substitute for our punishment, and mediator for our justification.  He is all 

that Job could hope for. 

Quite frankly, he is all that we can ever hope for.  Someone to take our guilt and 

punishment, and someone to intervene on our behalf. 

And so as we come to the table this morning, we are doing something that Paul wanted 

to do:  share in Christ’s sufferings (Philippians 3.10).  If you are in Christ, if he has paid 

for  your sins and you thus confess him as Lord and Savior, this table is a reminder to 

you of what he has done for you.  You have a share in that suffering, and thus you shall 

share in that resurrection as well. 

Every believer is invited to this table—one that Job as we find him in chapters 16 & 17 

would have loved to have known.  Where he was, before the cross, he could only 

imagine.  He wanted to be vindicated from his sufferings.  He wanted a mediator.   
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You, on the other hand, can now enjoy that fellowship with the one who has died for 

you, provides vindication for you, and now intercedes for you before the Father as the 

perfect mediator between God and man. 


