
What is Sovereignty?

When we left the book of Job a couple of weeks ago, Job was scraping his skin with a 
piece of broken pottery while his three friends who had come to grieve over his 
changed circumstances were sitting silently, overcome with the pain that he was 
experiencing.  For seven days they waited in silence, feeling every hour that Job was 
beyond comfort and that he was without hope.  He had lost his great wealth - it was all 
gone, to fire and to foreign raiders - and he had lost all his children, crushed under the 
house they were all in at the time of a violent wind storm that had swept in from the 
desert.  His wife had urged him to curse God and die, but in all these trials, Job had 
remained faithful to God, unwilling to place Himself above as God’s judge, humbly 
accepting his fate.

What follows is an amazing dialogue that begins in chapter 3 with Job saying that it 
would have been better if he had never been born and ends in chapter 31 with Job 
asking one final time for his accuser (God) to present the charges against him.  This 
is followed by six chapters in which a young man named Elihu speaks -- he hadn’t 
been mentioned before chapter 32.  He is angry that Job’s three friends haven’t been 
able to demonstrate that Job is wrong in saying that he is innocent, so he lets loose 
on Job.  And then God shows up and we come to the end of human wisdom and we 
start to learn some important things about the way things really are.

And then comes the final chapter -- and this is important, not just because Job gets 
paid back for all his trouble.  In fact, that’s not the important part of this chapter at all.  
For our sakes, the important piece of information contained in chapter 42 is who was 
telling the truth about God in the earlier 30 chapters when Job and his three friends 
were in hot dispute about God’s nature and ways with humankind.  So we’re going to 
go to the end of the book so that we can understand all that goes on in the middle.

After Yahweh had finished speaking to Job, he said to Eliphaz the Temanite: “I 
am angry with you and with your two friends, for you have not been right in what 
you said about Me, as My servant Job was.  Now take seven young bulls and 
seven rams and go to My servant Job and offer a burnt offering for yourselves.  
My servant Job will pray for you, and I will accept his prayer on your behalf.  I 
will not treat you as you deserve, for you have not been right in what you said 
about me, as My servant Job was.”

Four times in that one brief paragraph the LORD God refers to Job as His servant and 
twice he tells Eliphaz that he and his two companions were wrong in what they had 
said about Him.  Not only were they wrong, but they were dangerously wrong, to the 
point where God required from them sacrifices and where Job had to pray for them so 
they could be acquitted.  So, we’ll need to look at what they said that angered God, but 
we’ll get to that later.  Meanwhile the end of the chapter:

When Job prayed for his friends, Yahweh restored his fortunes.  In fact, Yahweh 
gave him twice as much as before!  Then all his brothers, sisters and former 
friends came and feasted with him in his home.  And they consoled him and 



comforted him because of all the trials the LORD had brought against him.  
And each of them brought him a gift of money and a gold ring.  So Yahweh 
blessed Job in the second half of his life even more than in the beginning.  For 
now he had fourteen thousand sheep, six thousand camels one thousand 
teams of oxen and one thousand female donkeys.  He also gave Job seven 
more sons and three more daughters.

This is followed by some particular attention to these new daughters of Job, who were 
included in their father’s will along with his sons.  And then the end:

Job lived 140 years after that, living to see four generations of his children and 
grandchildren.  Then he died, an old man who had lived a long, good life.

We’re not going to get into the issue of a righteous man enduring suffering again this 
week -- we’ll get back to that after we’ve looked at Job’s pleas for understanding and 
his friends’ attempts to answer him.  More important, we’ll get back to that after God 
has spoken and we’ve thought about what He had to say.

But I do want to make a few comments on this final chapter.  We have had a nagging 
sense that perhaps God wasn’t entirely fair to Job in allowing Satan to test him, but 
there is a redemption at the end.  First, God vindicates Job in the end, telling him that 
he had spoken the truth, while his friends were making false representations about 
Yahweh.  

Second, Yahweh restores to Job all that he has lost -- in fact, He restores double.  
This is a kind of subtle ironic twist in this story.  In the law that would come later 
through Moses, God required that a thief who was caught should restore double what 
he had stolen.  And here it’s like he’s admitting that Job had been robbed -- and he 
restores double what he has lost.  What’s the point?

God takes responsibility for everything that happened to Job, even though He didn’t 
cause it to happen.  Satan was the enemy, the one who lied about Job’s character, 
saying that if he was tested, Job would turn around and curse God.  Satan initiated the 
testing itself, with Yahweh saying to him, “All right, you may test him.  Do whatever you 
want with everything he posseses, but don’t harm him physically.”  And later, “All right, 
do with him as you please -- but spare his life.”  Satan then went out from God’s 
presence and, in chapter 2, we’re told that he caused boils to break out all over Job’s 
body.

Despite all this, God takes responsibility.  He is not in any way threatened by our 
accusations of injustice.  Nor does He seem to want to point the finger at Satan as the 
author of all the evil that is done to Job and his family, which I find very curious.  But let 
me take you through the little indications we have so far from the text itself and I’ll tell 
you ahead of time that these are reinforced through the statements made by Job and 
his friends in the heart of the book.

First, from chapter one, Job’s declaration after finding out that he had lost everything:
Yahweh gave me everything I had, and Yahweh has taken it away.  Praise the 
name of Yahweh.



Earlier in that chapter, one of the messengers bringing horrible news to Job reported 
that “the fire of God has fallen from heaven and burned up your sheep and all the 
shepherds.  I am the only one who escaped to tell you.” 

Then, in chapter two, notice this very curious phrase from Yahweh’s second 
conversation with Satan.

Job is the finest man in all the earth -- a man of complete integrity!  He fears 
God and will have nothing to do with evil.  And he has maintained his integrity, 
even though you persuaded Me to harm him without cause.

God did not stir up raiders from Chaldea and Sabea, but here He takes responsibility 
for the harm that Job has suffered . . . “even though you persuaded Me to harm him 
without cause.”  And, as we also saw last time, when Job’s wife urged him to give it 
up, to curse God and die, his reply was, “Should we accept only good things from the 
hand of God and never anything bad?”  As I read this, I want to shake the writer and 
tell him that he’s getting it all wrong -- that it was Satan, not God, who caused this evil!

Then, at the end of the story, we see Job praying for his friends, for their forgiveness, 
really, for not speaking only what was true about God and when he prays for them, 
God restores his fortune, double for all his losses, except for the number of children, 
because children are not a commodity like farm animals.  And then, notice this:

Then all his brothers, sisters and former friends came and feasted with him in 
his home.  And they consoled him and comforted him because of all the trials 
Yahweh had brought against him.

We are told the whole story, including Satan’s part, and yet we see that the 
responsibility for Job’s misfortunes is taken by God Himself, affirmed by Job, then by 
his servant, and now by his brothers and sisters and, I like this phrase, his “former 
friends”, who just happened to come over for dinner at Job’s house once he was 
wealthy again.  

Which raises the question, Is God the author of evil?  Does He really make bad things 
happen on the earth and if he does, why do we keep calling Him good?  So, we look 
at the evidence for the goodness of God and find this:
1. He created all things good.  There was beauty and order and wisdom in the  
  cosmos and the creatures that He made.  We can imagine this world without sin, 
  without the fruit of sin, and we can tell that it was profoundly beautiful.
2. He testifies that what He does is good.  For example, in Jeremiah 9:24 we read, “I 
  am Yahweh who practices kindness, justice and righteousness on the earth, for in 
  these things I delight.”
3. He is a God of justice, one who declared a penalty for sin and who made that 
  consequence come about when Adam and Eve first violated His command.  He 
  continued to do that in His dealings with Israel and the nations.
4. But He is profoundly a God of mercy, a God who does not give us what we deserve, 
  but what we need, which is kindness, compassion and grace.  He’s a loving God.



When you look at Job’s situation, you see that God loved him, that He was proud of 
Job, that He protected him from Satan because of Job’s righteous character and his 
devotion to God.  This is “in line” with what we know about God’s character.  This is 
what we would expect.  The part we don’t expect is when God allows Job’s faith to be 
tested by an enemy who is determined to destroy him.  But God is so confident of 
Job’s character that He allows this suffering to take place.  What we don’t know, and 
can only speculate on, is what God gained from Job’s faithfulness.  I’m certain that 
this was a victory for the Kingdom of Heaven, that God gained from Job’s devotion, 
that this testimony of faith in the midst of suffering has been a huge blessing to God’s 
Kingdom throughout the ages since these events took place.

In our legal system, there is something called “intent” that a judge or a jury will try to 
determine and which will weigh on the ultimate verdict.  Did the person who did wrong 
intend to murder, or was he taken by surprise and acted on an impulse?  Was the 
person so influenced by drugs or alcohol or by a mental disorder that he could not 
have possibly thought through the consequences that were likely to result from his 
actions?  Sometimes the prosecution will have to demonstrate intent in order to get a 
conviction in a case, and sometimes that will be virtually impossible.

It’s clear from the passages that we’ve just looked at that God is held as responsible 
simply because of what He allowed to take place.  His sovereignty means that He can 
prevent things from happening which may be difficult for people to go through.  His 
sovereignty also means that He alone is in a position to decide what is right for this 
season, this situation, our friends, our family, our world.  We don’t know what 
“collateral damage” or unintended consequences result from God overturning the 
results of human actions and choices.

It’s all pretty complex, because it involves being able to see all of the past and all of 
the future, being able to see all of the consequences of a huge variety of options and 
having the wisdom to know what to allow and when and, of course, what would have 
happened if He had not allowed a particular event to take place.  We can’t assume, 
then, that God is limited like we are, that He doesn’t know the long-term results of His 
choice to allow ... or to not allow ... evil human choices.  Let’s face it -- it’s too much for 
any of us. 

But back to this matter of intention.  I want us to look at a passage from Jeremiah 7 
that will help us see the difference between God’s intention and what He allows. 
Jeremiah 7:31:

(The people of Judah) have built the high places of Topheth in the Valley of Ben 
Hinnom to burn their sons and daughters in the fire -- something I did not
command, nor did it enter My mind.

Here are God’s people committing atrocities that were not part of His law, nor were 
they ever something He intended for them to do -- “nor did it enter His mind”.  He 
allows them to commit evil, to do the things He does not want them to do, but He does 
not initiate the evil.  This was not what He wanted from His people and was, in fact, an 



imitation of the pagan peoples who didn’t know God’s law and who would worship 
their idol by offering their own children in the fire.  When God’s will is done, on earth 
as it is in heaven, then good things happen and good fruit results.

This is exactly the kind of situation where the issue of God’s sovereignty comes to the 
fore.  If God allows evil, is He responsible for evil?  As we see in the picture that is 
given us in Job, only in the sense that He allows it.  He takes responsibility because 
He is the One who governs the universe; but He neither initiates the evil, nor does He 
feel any need to defend Himself for allowing it, as we will see later on.  This is the 
mystery of the sovereignty of God and we’re left with some big questions.  

1. What does it mean to say, “God is in control”?  I hear that phrase a lot and when I 
  hear it I think “puppeteer”, someone up above the stage that no one can see, but 
  who’s pulling all the right strings to keep us dancing.  We have seen that He doesn’t 
  initiate evil, but that He does allow it.  Is that the same thing as being “in control” or is 
  that the right way to describe sovereignty?  I don’t think it is, because the puppeteer 
  initiates everything - both good and evil.

2. Another question that arises is, “Why doesn’t God do more to prevent evil on the 
  earth?  Why didn’t he stop the atrocities in Nazi Germany, in Stalin’s Soviet Union, in 
  Pol Pot’s killing fields, in Idi Amin’s Uganda?”  Again, we run against this issue of 
  human freedom.  If God were to prevent all evil, He could only do so by removing the 
  possibility of us making choices to do the wrong thing.  We would all become perfect 
  people, like robots, doing only what someone else chose for us to do.  You can’t 
  have both human freedom and the absence of evil.  And God has chosen to create a 
  race of people “in His image”, part of which means that we have the freedom to
  choose to love or to hate, to build or destroy, to honour God or to despise Him.  That 
  was His choice.  But it is our choices that have made the world such a difficult place 
  in which to live.  Are we as willing as He is to take the responsibility for the choices 
  we have made?

3. Another, perhaps more honest, question is, “Why do we hate the evil that others 
  commit and excuse the evil in our own hearts that comes up in bitterness, blaming,
  unforgiveness, slander, gossip, undermining others, and on and on?”  Why are we 
  more willing to justify ourselves than we are to declare that God is just?  What would 
  we do if we were sovereign over a world full of people exercising their freedom to 
  choose and making negative, destructive choices every day?  Would we step in and 
  say, “Enough of your freedom - you’re hurting people!”  God did that once when He 
  sent a flood to cover the earth and to destroy those beings whose hearts were totally 
  committed to evil all the time, but only once.  Or would we, like God, take the brunt of 
  the evil that humans choose and give our life to pay for their sin?  Maybe those who 
  criticize God should first take into account the sacrifice He made. So many questions 
  when it comes to sovereignty and how God exercises it.   

Let’s wrap it up with some applications -- how will gaining an understanding of 
sovereignty affect our actions?



1. If we understand God’s sovereignty, we will become more and more serious about 
  prayer.  Prayer is the tool that God has given us to make a real and lasting impact on 
  the world around us.  Prayer changes the course of history -- it did in Bible times and 
  continues to do so today.

2. We are accustomed to thinking about all the things that we lose on because of 
  human freedom, the pain that is caused by the poor choices of others, the losses 
  that we suffer because people are free to sin and they hurt us.  But, instead of 
  thinking about our losses, think for awhile about what God gains from human 
  freedom, and then be thankful for what you gain from the freedom He’s given us.
  I’ll have a question for you to discuss on that in a minute.

3. I watched a video this week in which Mark Driscoll talked about the story of Mars Hill 
  Church in Seattle and beyond.  He talked about how hard it was, how discouraging in 
  the early days, and how depressed he was at working so hard and having such hard
  circumstances to deal with -- then he said, “I was asking the wrong questions.”  
  What are the right questions? “I should have been asking God what He was trying to 
  teach me, how He wanted me to change.”  At the heart of this issue of God’s 
  sovereignty is how we respond to it.  What does He want you and me to learn?  How 
  should we change?


