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The Sage (1) // Job 1:1-3 & 6-22 

After the “Historical” books, and the Prophets, another major part of the Old Testament is 
what is collective termed Wisdom Literature (we’ve put these under the heading of “The 
Sage”). This is a group of writings that attempt to focus on the bigger questions about God, 
humanity, creation and the place of evil and suffering within all of this. They are a common 
type of literature within the wider Ancient Near East but some of the most well known are 
seen in the Bible; Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs. They are 
sometimes short, snappy and to the point, as seen in Proverbs or they can be a longer piece 
of dialogue such as the book of Job. They are a different voice to the wider Old Testament; 
they are the voice that dares to ask “Why?” and the voice that looks to challenge the status 
quo. Job opens up what is maybe the hardest of all the questions of faith: “Why is life hard?”  

Read  
Job 1:1-3 & 6:22 

Ask Ourselves 

• Discuss as a group “Why is life hard?” What are some of the answers people come up 
with? 

• Are we satisfied with these as answers?  

Overview 

So Job, is a good and Godly man, also a very wealthy man who is overwhelmed by troubles 
Stripped of wealth, family, and finally health too, he does not know why God has done this to 
him; the prologue we have just heard is not known to him. His 3 friends come along to 
console him in his misery, and the 4 of them engage in long dialogue about what is 
happening to him. 3 cycles of dialogue ensue in which the friends try to connect Job’s 
suffering with his sins. Job rejects that. Instead of accepting their advice to repent, Job 
insists on his innocence and questions the justice of God in his treatment. A final character, 
Elihu arrives to make more speeches, which do not really add to the situation. Eventually 
God appears in a whirlwind and speaks to Job bringing about the final denouement, before 
an epilogue wraps the story up. The prologue and epilogue are mostly prose whereas the 
dialogues are Hebrew poetry.  

The remarkable thing about the book of Job is that nothing is known about author or timing 
or context. This lack of knowledge has led scholars to years of arguing their different points 
of view in terms of its timing. Its likely that it was written by various groups and passed 
through several stages of composition under the hands of more than one author over a long 
period of time. But none of this distracts from divine inspiration; God can work in many ways. 
Although there are aspects which place the origins very early in the patristic period (very 
early – some even suggest it was written by Abraham), it makes sense for it to have reached 
its final form during the time of the Babylonian exile simply because that is a time when the 
people of God were particularly asking these questions about why have we, the people of 



God, ended up in this place of defeat, suffering and exile. They identified with Job. And, in 
the end that is why the book is so valuable to us today, difficult though it is to plough 
through, because in those moments, or longer seasons when we find ourselves in a difficult, 
dark, place of unexplained suffering we find a companion here in the midst of the Bible with 
whom we can identify, alongside whom we can ask the hard questions, both of those around 
us and of God himself, and maybe, in the end reach a new place of relating to God from 
where we are. In the end, the very unknowingness of who wrote it makes the book accessible 
to all times and all places as Job becomes an sort of Everyman character representing us in 
the place of pain. 

Even the meaning of Job’s name takes us down this route. It most probable root meaning is 
“where is the divine Father?” But it also sounds like the word for the “persecuted one”. So 
the very name sums up the tension in the book between trust in a divine father like God to 
be trusted and an accusation against God as enemy and persecutor. And often that is the 
tension within which we all live? 

Job ostensibly askes the question why do good people suffer, but in the end, gives us what 
could be considered an unsatisfactory open ended answer.   

Discuss: 

• Is suffering and sin connected? 
o The case of Job being plunged into the abyss of undeserved suffering opens 

up a new dimension of theology. There is a vast area of human misery, which is 
neither penal nor remedial, nor redemptive. It is just meaningless. Job 
consistently denies that he has sinned and refuses to believe he is being 
punished. In the end God too agrees that Job has not sinned and criticises the 
friends even for their orthodox theology. In the NT we will see the question 
brought to Jesus: ‘Who sinned, this man or his parents that he was born blind?’ 
to which the answer is ‘Nobody sinned’ John 9:2ff 

o And this in itself brings some relief in the midst of pain and darkness. To 
condemn the suffering one as already rejected by God is the final human 
cruelty. Job’s friends trying to apply their best insights to lead him to spiritual 
recovery unintendedly add to his pain. What he needs is compassion not 
advice. If you have been living with that burden today you can lay it down. 

• How do we come alongside those who suffer? 
o In the story, Job’s friends get some things really right! Firstly they turn up. They 

hear of his need and they go along to see him. Sometimes the temptation is to 
keep your distance, as if suffering is contagious and we will be drawn in or 
because we are not sure what to say, or whether we will be able to fix the 
problem. 

To Conclude 



The story reaches its climax with God finally breaking silence and appearing to Job in a 
whirlwind. He returns Job’s hard questions with a few of his own. Not as rebuke but to lead 
Job back to trust in his sovereignty and his goodness right where he is. First, his sovereignty 
takes centre stage as he takes Job a virtual tour of the created universe in all its majesty.  

Then his questions remind Job of who he is before God; with the assurance that he remains, 
despite everything the friend and servant of God. His suffering cannot change that. His 
complaints cannot change that either.  

Job’s response is the first time he has agreed with anyone since Chapter 2. He agrees with 
God’s verdict. And he moves to a new depth of relationship with him. Before he had 
searched for God without success (23:8-9 is reverse of Psalm 139). Even though, to some 
extent his faith was superficial. Now he has seen and heard from God and the answers to the 
questions he has been asking somehow seem less important in the face of that. Job is now 
able to say: Before, my ears had heard of you, but now my eyes have seen you. (42: 5) 

Job’s journey ends with fresh encounter. Faith in the notion of God has been replaced by 
awesome, intimate encounter with God that may not have been possible any other way.  
He confesses new faith, real humility and deep trust. God’s grace is found to be sufficient. 

We will all be in different places on our journey. Still living hedged in by the lack of suffering. 
In the process of ranting and raving with God and waiting for his appearance; however long 
that takes! But there is a place on the road, where, like Job, we find ourselves left holding on 
with one hand to the total unfailing love of God whilst in the other we hold onto the total 
sovereignty of God. But now, instead of having to choose between these two, we recognise 
in the face of unexplained suffering, that there is the gap of mystery. And this is ultimately an 
invitation to a relationship of deeper faith and trust in the presence of uncertainty and 
suffering. 

Pray 
• Open up to each other with the reality of your situations and pray accordingly.  

• Ask the Spirit for patience to just listen and not need to fix each other’s problems 
(unless this is clear and obvious). 

Take it further 
READ: The Problem of Pain, C.S. Lewis 
WATCH: Francis Chan “Is Suffering Optional” 



The Sage (2) // Song of Songs 

This is the second part of our on-going series on “The Sage” or Wisdom Literature of the 
Old Testament. These are books that delve into the meaning of life, what it is to human and 
speak of ethics, virtues and the heart of people.  

Song of Songs, the “sex book” or more aptly “the book of romantic love” is eight chapters 
of love poetry that attempts to encapsulate the relationship between a man and women who 
are engaged and looking towards being together.  

Before we can dive into sex, marriage and relationships in the Bible we need to make a few 
disclaimers: 

• There will be people in your group with different views and perspectives on marriage 
and sexuality and we need to accept that. We can display grace whilst still having 
conflicting views; although this stuff matters, a conservative view is not a requisite to 
relationship with Christ or being part of the Church. 

• The timing of this part of the series was not intended to fall on the back of the Church 
of England’s General Synod this past week; this was entirely coincidental.  

• Finally, we all have baggage around sex and marriage, whether we realise it or not, 
and we’re in this together. Grace is always the key when tackling the subject of 
sexuality and marriage within the Church.   

Read  
Song of Solomon; it was written with the intention of being read as a whole, so to get the 
best view of this why not read through it as a group. It is a section of continuous poetic 
writing and works best when read and understood in this way.  

Ask Ourselves 

• What stood out to us most? 
• What is our immediate reaction to this piece of text? 

Overview 

The Book begins by saying “Solomon’s Song of Songs” which, in our context, can be 
misguiding. Most commentators agree that Solomon did not write this book, there are 
occasional references to him throughout the poem but he is not the male voice of the text. 
Solomon had over 700 wives (1 Kings 11:1-3) and the poem is clearly about two people, a 
man and a woman, who are only interested in one another. The reference to Solomon at the 
beginning is a Hebrew way of saying “this is part of the wisdom tradition of Solomon” – it 
grounds it in the same realms as Proverbs, Ecclesiastes etc.  

The title of the Book “Song of Songs” is a Hebrew literary idiom, similar to the of “king of 
kings” or “holy of holies”. This is the Hebrew book, or song of ALL songs, about love.  



The poem continues in introducing us to the two main characters with two major themes 
running throughout.  

The first being the intense desire they have for one another that is displayed through a 
pattern of seeking and finding.  

Secondly there is the joy of physical attraction; this is displayed as the poem pauses to give 
description to each other’s bodies through elaborate metaphors. These are not meant to be 
overtly visual but rather they are intended to be symbolic and designed to help us reflect on 
their meaning and what they say about the two characters and ourselves.  

The repetition we see throughout the book is a poetic way of creating a heightening in the 
mystery and power of sexual love; it is, in effect, intended to be a poetic expression of sexual 
climax.  

The poem draws to its conclusion in 8:6-14 with a summary of what the poetry is about. It 
highlights the power and intensity of love; both beautiful and life giving, whilst warning of 
the danger when it is left unchecked; becoming destructive and life taking. It captures in a 
beautiful and poetic way that love expresses the insatiable human longing to know and be 
fully known and desired by another; whilst always affirming that sexuality and love is a gift 
from God.  

Within Jewish traditions, these poems are seen as an allegory between God and Israel; the 
man is God, the woman Israel, with their love being a symbolic representation of the 
covenant made at Mount Sinai. This is also seen in Christian thinking, through the lens of 
Ephesians 5:25-33, where Paul states “husbands should love their wives just as Christ loves 
the Church.” Both of these readings can be helpful but … recent archaeological discovery 
has unearthed lots of Egyptian and Babylonian love poetry similar to that of Song of Songs. 
This shows that such writings were part of the wider cultural context that Israel found their 
selves within. These writings were intended to articulate something, by way of vision and 
poetry, of the world around it. 

The key to seeing this is to notice the overwhelming use of garden imagery. There are 
deliberate and powerful echoes of the Garden of Eden and the idyllic relationship between 
Adam and Eve, who experienced nakedness and vulnerability in a unified and safe way. The 
Song of Songs, at least in part, is a reaffirmation of God’s original goodness around sexuality, 
marriage and pour bodies. And it is part prophetic; we now know of God as the lover of our 
souls, who sought us out in the person of Jesus and found us.  Who says we are his beloved 
and that we can come in nakedness and vulnerability and experience true love and true 
intimacy. 

This beautiful poetry is a celebration of love, marriage and sex and a lens through which we 
can look to see the Biblical vision for these things.  



Discuss: 
• In what way does this poetry contrasts to the view of sexuality pervading our Western 

Culture today?  
• How can we, as the Church, communicate such a vision of marriage and sexuality 

without being confrontational but bringing an air of Grace?  

Pray 
• Open up to each other with the reality of your situations and pray accordingly. 

Perhaps, if appropriate and comfortable, married couples pray for those that are 
single and vice versa. 

• Ask God to strengthen your marriages/relationships and pray for those who are 
struggling with such topics, only if they volunteer this information. 

Take it further 
READ: Sex God, Rob Bell 
WATCH: YouTube - Eugene Peterson, “In between the man and the Message” = observe the 
dynamic between him and his wife.  



The Sage (3) // Ecclesiastes 

We are continuing our series looking at “Wisdom Literature” within the Old Testament; a 

group of writings in the Bible that explore who God is, what it means to be human and how 

live well. Ethic virtue and values. 

In part 3 we are looking at Ecclesiastes: What is the meaning of life?! 

The book of Ecclesiastes opens with the line “ The words of the Teacher, son of David, king 

of Jerusalem.” In Hebrew the word is “Qohelet” - one who gathers people together; in this 

case “to learn” so therefore it is often translated as “teacher”. There are many views on who 

the author of this book is; King Solomon? A later King in the line of David? Possibly an 

Israelite teacher who has adopted a Solomon-esque persona in order to teach. It is also 

unclear as to whether the author and narrator are the same person. Most commentators now 

argue that the teacher is a character in the book and therefore different to the author; who 

remains anonymous. 

The basic point to the book is to communicate the idea that “everything is hevel” 

Most English Bibles mistranslate the word hevel as “meaningless” but this doesn’t give a 

true interpretation of what the author is trying to say. In Hebrew the word literally means 

vapour, mist or smoke and is a metaphor used 38 times throughout the book. 

There are two aspects of this: 

1, Life is temporary and fleeting - like a wisp of smoke  

2, Life is an enigma - a paradox; it often makes no sense. 

In other words, like smoke, life appears solid, but when you try to grab hold of it, there’s 

nothing there. There’s beauty and goodness, but tragedy can strike when least expected. 

Life is unpredictable and unstable, hence the phrase from the teacher that life is like 

“chasing after the wind,” it’s all hevel! 

The teacher’s basic goal is to target all of the ways we try to build meaning and purpose in 

our lives apart from God, and deconstruct them. In other words... we spend most of our time 

investing energy and emotion in things that ultimately have no lasting meaning or 

significance. 



And it’s all hevel on two levels: 

Read 

Time: Ecclesiastes 1:3-11 
We spend our whole life working and achieving, because we think that it will make our lives 

meaningful, but this is hevel. In the end, time will pass and nothing we do will last, we won’t 

be remembered but the world will carry on. 

Death: Ecclesiastes 11:7-12:7 
The teacher talks about death throughout the book, but especially in the poem at the end. 

The teacher points out that death is the great equaliser. It renders meaningless most of our 

daily activities, it devours the wise and foolish, rich and poor, regardless of what we have 

done, good or bad! 

Having established these two big reality checks, the teacher then considers all the activities 

and false hopes that we invest our lives in to find meaning and significance; wealth, career, 

status and pleasure. 



Ask Ourselves 

• How often do we put our trust in our own abilities, achievements or goals?  

• If you’re brave enough, share with the group a time that you’ve been reminded that 

“everything is hevel” 

The key to living life with the understanding of hevel is found in the phrase “under the sun”. 

The teacher uses this statement to make a significant distinction between all that is created 

and all that is beyond creation (God & eternity). The idea they are trying to communicate is 

that everything we see that is created is good but only a gift. They are attempting to realign 

our thinking to focus on something bigger, that isn’t “vapour” on which to find our security 

and foundation. We are not defined by this mist or hevel but rather we are defined by the 

creator. 

Pray 

• For God to change our thinking, to focus us onto the bigger picture of his narrative and to 

free us from a desire to find identity in achievement and our own gain. 

• That the Spirit would help us live a life of adventure and freedom in knowing that all of this 

is fleeting and that we live for something bigger than ourselves and the world around us. 


