
The False Comfort of Empty Nothings 
How then will you comfort me with empty nothings?    Job 21.34 

 
Have you noticed that some people just aren’t listening when they converse … sort of like the 

interviews that Supreme Court nominees get from the Senate, when senators make 

declarations of their own thoughts instead of asking the candidate what he thinks…. 

Zophar seems to be following the trend of making a speech like his 2 compatriots, instead of 

listening and reacting to what Job has actually said.  But it is easier to pontificate on what we 

know than it is to really listen to what the other person is saying; US senators are not alone in 

this malady. 

How he begins is very telling:  my thoughts answer me, because of my haste within me. 

A fair question thus comes to mind:  Is there anything there that is worth considering, since he 

isn’t really dialoging with Job, but talking past him without paying attention? 

I think that overall, in spite of the fact he hasn’t been listening to Job, and what he has to say is 

certainly pointing a finger at Job as if to tell him that “you are this wicked man” he makes one 

solid point:  The wicked will not get away with their wickedness.  Zophar appeals to the 

common understanding (20.4-5) that the exulting of the wicked is short, and the joy of the 

godless is but for a moment. 

I had an uncle who was a fantastic carpenter.  More than a carpenter, he was a cabinet maker.  

His skill was rather well known, and from time to time he would do side jobs for people in the 

Mafia.  One of the mobsters told him one day, “We don’t live very long, but we live well,” 

making reference to the reality of mob executions. 

Perhaps that mobster was familiar with Zophar’s words here.  Judgment is coming soon.  That 

is the essence of Zophar’s speech.  Except that, according to Zophar, it would seem that the 

wicked person is miserable in this live, and gets all his punishment here.   

Life is hard, he has great guilt, he has no contentment in his belly, God sends out his burning 

anger after him, bronze arrows pierce him and he suffers in death.  And then his children suffer 

after him. 

We might think then that if the wicked would only be told that, they would turn from their 

wickedness.  They would repent—even if only for the sake of their children.  All they would 

have to hear is the message of judgment, and all of them would stop being wicked. 

But it doesn’t work like that, now does it?  We know from Romans 2.4 that it isn’t the 

preaching of judgment that turns a heart, it is the kindness of God that leads to repentance.  

Justice needs to  be known, but is God’s mercy in the gospel that the Spirit uses to bring us 

around to Him.   

To a certain extent Zophar is correct—at least some sinners experience the consequences of 

their sin in this life.  But never the full measure of what they deserve.  Quite frankly, many of 

them—many of us—have escaped consequences of our sins.  And so in an absolute sense, 

Zophar is wrong.  Yes, sinners suffer, but not necessarily in this life, and certainly not the full 

extent of what is their due. 
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What Zophar missed in Job’s last speech is Job’s confident declaration that he knows that even 

after the end of his life he will see vindication from God as an eye-witness.   

You see if Zophar had listened to that, he might have realized that if Job is vindicated in the 

next life, there must be something for those who are his attackers and accusers as well.  It won’t 

be that only vindication comes, but that punishment comes as well. 

I once had a patient that during our first meeting, within the first five minutes told me that she 

didn’t believe in hell, and didn’t want to talk to anyone who did. 

As a good chaplain, I sat there and listened to her story, saying nothing about what I believed 

from the scriptures.  In our second meeting, she again said that she didn’t believe in hell—and 

told me of all the times that as a child growing up in church so many of the sermons and 

lectures were about the burning fires of hell, the extent of the eternal torment, that she could 

not believe that such a place could be sanctioned by a loving God. 

She then asked me what I thought.  At the risk of being thrown out of her room I simply, and 

quietly, said, “What would be the point of heaven if there is no hell for those who have caused 

the suffering in this life?  Can there be there be forgiveness for the believer if there is not justice 

for the unbeliever?” 

Our conversations developed from there.  She understood grace and forgiveness in Christ, and 

she came to see that the necessity for punishment for sinners for heaven to make sense.  By the 

time she peacefully died a couple of months later, she had not only come to the place of 

receiving forgiveness, but granted forgiveness to others as well.  I think we could call that 

“repentance unto life.” 

After Zophar finishes with his speech, Job, having listened to him, then attempts to bring his 

young friend back to the issue at hand:  Job’s suffering.  As for me, is my complaint against 

man?  Why should I not be impatient?  Look at me and be appalled, and lay your hand over 

your mouth.  When I remember, I am dismayed, and shuddering seizes my flesh. (21.5-6) 

Job then expresses his disagreement with Zophar’s lecture:  Why do the wicked live, reach old 

age, and grow mighty in power?  Every goes well with them.  Even their bulls are fertile and 

their cows don’t miscarry! They push God away, refusing to serve the Almighty.  Some may 

suffer, but ultimately they come to their end, lie down in the dust and the worms get their 

bodies. 

Like Zophar, Job appeals to common knowledge (21.29-30):  Have you not asked those who 

travel the roads, and do you not accept their testimony, that the evil man is spared in the day 

of calamity, that he is rescued in the day of wrath? 

Here we might challenge Job—“Job, don’t you know that some of those who mock God, rebel 

against his law, violate others—don’t you realize that some of them suffer in this life before they 

die?” 

Indeed, some do.  But it seems from our perspective that evil seems to triumph more than 

righteousness, that there is an element of truth in the saying that no good deed goes 

unpunished. 
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And so Job then raises the question to Zophar, How then will you comfort me with empty 

nothings?  There is nothing left of your answers but falsehood. 

And so Job rests.   

Zophar’s speech provided no comfort for Job.  If he were trying to tell job that those who stole 

his oxen, donkeys and camels weren’t really enjoying them, he was not successful.  Nor was he 

successful in telling Job that the cause of his losses and suffering is his sin.   

Nor should he. 

Job, the righteous one, suffers because he is a target of the evil one, the accuser of the brothers. 

This is the same one who desired to take Peter and the other disciples and sift them like 

wheat—run them through the grinder of affliction.  Just because they were Jesus’ disciples. 

Job’s question of the wicked living well in his life is echoed in Psalm 37, 73 and 44.  Psalms 37 

and 73 are very similar to Job 21 in their complaints, and both provide comfort for the believer 

that the wicked will ultimately be punished, and the righteous preserved forever. 

Psalm 44 brings the matter a little closer to what Job is dealing with in his heart, not just with 

the general argument he is making to Zophar.  The real heart issue is not refuting Zophar’s 

lecture, but why is Job suffering.  His appeal is not to Zophar or the other two.  His appeal is to 

God directly—that is who will provide the real answer—not just platitudes.  

I would encourage you to reflect on Psalm 44, not just the worship aspect, but the question of 

why God’s people suffer simply because they are God’s people.  Psalm 44.22 cuts to the chase 

for us:  Yet for your sake we are killed all the day long; we are regarded as sheep to be 

slaughtered.  Picked on and abused, simply because they walk in the ways of God, and worship 

him. 

Now it might be that you have heard that verse before, but in a different passage.  As a matter 

of fact, I am sure that you have.  It is v. 36 in that very encouraging part of Romans 8, where 

Paul is encouraging us that in the face of all kinds of suffering and affliction, nothing will 

separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  There is nothing in all creation that 

could possibly undo or negate what Christ has done for us in his death and resurrection.  

Nothing will compromise his current interceding for us now. 

To highlight specifics for us, there is an adaptation of Romans 8 included in the bulletin this 

morning.  Lest you miss it, I will read it now: 

 

Who or what can convince me that God does not care about me?   

Shall being kicked out of school, or being fired from my job interfere with my response 

to Him? 

Shall a neurosis that fills my sleepless nights with anxiety?  Shall even acute paranoid 

schizophrenia? 
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Or what if they refuse to give me a welfare check and even reject me at the skid row 

soup line? 

Or what if my mortgaged home crashes down upon me in an earthquake that registers 

7.5 on the Richter scale? 

Or what if the riots of Watts rage into my own lily white backyard? 

No!  In all these circumstances I still know that God is in control of His universe. 

I am convinced that my death in Laos or in an old folks’ home is under his compassion. 

Life here on earth may seem worse than hell to me.   

Yet the most sadistic horoscope is no big deal compared to God’s power. 

Bureaucratic governments, anarchy or fascists can never influence my conviction. 

Nothing that exists today or that technology can build— 

Nothing that our astronauts can find under any rock in the universe— 

Not even all the energy of our stockpiled atomic bombs— 

Will destroy the comforting fact that God had me in mind when Christ died. 

You will note that the date on that is from back in the 1960s.  You may remember some of the 

turmoil of those days, and how appropriate this reflection is not only for then, but for now.   

Job understood that concept—we know that because he kept asking God what was going on—

he didn’t give up.  He knew that there would be vindication for him, if not in this life, then 

certainly in the next.  He trusted God—the bottom line here 

Even before the cross, Job had that confident faith, that trust in God’s goodness and love.  How 

much more can we, knowing that Jesus has died and risen for us, and will complete that 

salvation when he comes again? 

Yes, in the world we will have tribulation.  In this world it will seem that the wicked are getting 

away with sin, and we will suffer hardships. 

But remember that the most worthless piece of information in sports is the score at halftime.  

In the game that matters, Jesus has already won. 

The best that Job received from his 3 friends was the false comfort of empty nothings—vacuous 

platitudes. 

What you and I receive from our Savior is the solid assurance that he will make all things 

right—that evil will not triumph.  He promises that not only the world’s sin, but yours and 

mine, removed as far as east from west, never to be retrieved again. 

This is what our full salvation means to us. 

Trust him, and be of good cheer! 


