Paul Walker     CEC       10/25/09       Job 42                 “God In The Dock?”

     C.S. Lewis wrote a collection of essays called “God in the Dock.” Lewis is the master apologist for Christianity and these essays are all articulate and persuasive arguments for the truth of our faith. 

     But it is the title – “God in the Dock”- that interests me this morning. Dock is used here as a legal rather than nautical term. It implies God on trial and is based on a analogy Lewis made suggesting that modern human beings, rather than seeing themselves standing before God in judgment, prefer to place God on trial while acting as his judge.

     In a recent bizarre case, a Romanian prisoner serving a 20-year sentence for murder sued the Romanian Orthodox Church as God’s representative for failing to keep him from the Devil. He argued that his baptism was a binding contract! (I found this on Wikipedia, so this must be true.)

     Putting God in the dock is our default mode. When things don’t go our way, we want to blame God or make God explain Himself.  We do this inevitably in the face of evil or disaster – when things go wrong not just with ourselves, but with the world. We put God on trial – explain yourself, God, in the case of war or tsunamis or genocide. Give us a good answer.

     Our Old Testament reading this morning gives us the poster boy for things going wrong in life - Job. Job lived, well, the life of Job. Job’s health failed, livelihood failed, his family suffered and died. His life was misery. And for 38 chapters Job and his friends put God in the dock. Why, Lord? Why all this suffering and misery? Give me an answer, give me an explanation!

     I’m sympathetic with Job, aren’t you? I want to know why evil exists and bad things happen and the seemingly innocent get trampled while the seemingly guilty go free. I want to know why whether you have enough to eat depends on where you live in this world.

     Well, God finally answers Job, if you can call it an answer. God’s answer is more like a question meant to put Job in his place. “Dress for action like a man and I will question you and you make it known to me.  Will you even put me in the wrong? Will you condemn me that you may be in the right? “

     After putting Job in the dock, God cross-examines him. He basically says, “Ok. You’ve accused me of all kinds of things. But let me ask you a question, “Can you make a Gorilla? How about a Giraffe? No? Ok – were you here when I laid the foundation of the earth?  Can you make it rain? “Have you comprehended the expanse of the earth”, Job? You’re in the dock now, Job, so “declare if you know all this.” And, the Lord’s closing argument is “Shall a faultfinder contend with the Almighty? He who argues with God, let him answer it.”

     When we put God in the dock, God does not give his reasons for his actions. It’s not wrong to wonder or to ask God why things happen as they do. But, no one will ever be able to tell you conclusively why evil happens in the world or why you experience suffering and loss in your own life.  Those answers belong among what Luther calls the “hidden things of God.” So when we put God in the dock, what He does is what He did to Job -convict us of our pride.  

     Pride, or Hubris, as the Greeks called it, is the epicenter of sin. It is claiming that we know best, that our way is just, that we deserve a perfect explanation for what God does and how things work. Hubris speaks the language of rights. Hubris seeks to play the part of God, to make God into our own image, instead of the other way around.  We need to be convicted of our hubris, because hubris leads to death.

     The Greek myth of Icarus tells us this. Icarus and his father Daedilus escaped exile by making wings to fly off their island of imprisonment. The wings were made of wax and feathers. Daedilus warns Icarus not to fly too close to the sun. Icarus, intoxicated with his own power, soars up, up, up, right into the blazing heat of the sun. The heat melts his wings and Icarus falls and dies. In his case, pride goeth before the fall, literally.

     Hubris is placing your self in God’s place, judging Him for His ways. It is not recognizing human dependency and vulnerability. It is not acknowledging God’s rightful power and glory and sovereignty. Hubris is ignoring God and paying undue attention to your self.

     Here is an example that hits close to home in this town. In 1830, a few years after University of Virginia was founded, a disease spread through Charlottesville. Think Swine Flu, but without vaccination or medical care. Bishop Meade, the Bishop of Virginia and the father of Richard Meade, our 2cd Rector, was invited to preach in the Rotunda. Here is his account of what happened.

   “A pestilential disease had visited the students of the Institution for two successive years, sweeping a number of them into untimely graves. Though there was much irreligion and even infidelity among the faculty of the day, yet such an awe rested upon them,…it was determined to celebrate the event in a most solemn manner.”

     The solemn manner was Bishop Meade’s sermon. Yet, not many expected the Bishop’s homiletics. Meade wondered if the illness was the result of God’s conspicuous absence in the founding of the University. Meade asked, “Should we not ask, with what vows and hopes have we entered upon this work? Did we acknowledge the Almighty and feel that without his blessing we could not prosper? Or was our hope from the talents and favor of man?

     “Oh it is hazardous to undertake such a institution, in which the minds of young, immortal and rational beings are to be instructed, and their passions restrained and their actions regulated, without constantly and imploring the aid of God in the way of his appointment. It cannot be done.”

     You can imagine the ruffled professorial feathers. In fact, Meade reported, “At this discourse much offense was taken by some. It was charged against it that… a personal attack had been made on the Professors and Visitors of the University, and especially upon its chief founder….whose opinions were known to be contrary to that of the sermon.” 

     Bishop Meade tried to take God out of the dock and put humanity back in. While I’m not sure I would conclude that the illness was the result of God’s judgment of the Christ-less focus of UVA’s founding, I appreciate the Bishop’s attempt to check human hubris. 

     Back to the Scripture, Job’s hubris is checked and he repents. “I know that you can do all things…Therefore I have uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me which I did not know…I repent in dust and ashes.” And God restores Job’s fortunes and blessed the latter days of Job more than his beginning. Job got close to the sun, and instead of flying higher, bowed down in repentance and humility.

     Job repented and had his fortune restored, but he still died. Not like Icarus, but Job still died. But the Scriptures tell us the God does not desire the death of sinners and that God is not willing for any to perish. Even sinners who in their hubris put Him in the Dock.

     So in an unbelievable move, God who should rightly put us in the dock, enters the dock Himself on His own accord. God made flesh, Jesus Christ, is put on trial before the Sanhedrin. Jesus Christ is questioned before Pontius Pilate. Jesus Christ stands together with Barabbas before the crowd. And the verdict in each case is guilty, guilty, guilty.  He who was without sin, is condemned and executed as the worst of sinners.

     John Stott sums it up this way. “The essence of sin is we human beings substituting ourselves for God, while the essence of salvation is God substituting himself for us. We...put ourselves where only God deserves to be; God puts himself where we deserve to be."  

     God did this because He loves you, even when you fly too close tot he sun. God did this because He loves you, even when you launch out in your life without regard for Him. God did this because He does not want you to perish, but have eternal life.  And His death in your place is your binding contract.  Amen.
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