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ABSTRACT

The problem of righteous suffering remains one of the most profound and unresolved issues in theological
discourse. The Book of Job occupies a central place in this discussion because it presents a righteous man who
suffers intensely, not as a result of identifiable moral failure, but within a divinely permitted framework. This
study critically examines Job 1:6-12, Job 2:1-10, and Job 42:1-6 through a qualitative theological approach that
combines textual-exegetical analysis, theological synthesis, and critical engagement with major scholarship on
Job. The study argues that Job’s suffering cannot be adequately explained through single-factor models such as
retributive justice, deterministic sovereignty, or merely existential protest. Instead, the narrative reveals a
multidimensional theological logic involving divine sovereignty, satanic agency, human suffering,
epistemological limitation, and transformative revelation. To account for this complexity, the study proposes an
interlocking “gear model” as a non-reductionist framework for interpreting righteous suffering. This model
preserves both divine sovereignty and divine moral integrity while also recognizing the experiential depth of
human pain and the limits of human understanding. The findings suggest that the Book of Job does not solve
suffering through abstract explanation but reorients the reader toward a deeper encounter with the wisdom and
majesty of God (Andersen 1976; Hartley 1988; Clines 1989; Longman 2012; Walton 2012).
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INTRODUCTION

The question of suffering, especially the suffering of the righteous, has
occupied a central place in theological reflection across centuries. Few biblical texts
confront this issue as directly and as unsettlingly as the Book of Job. Its enduring
significance lies in the way it disrupts simplistic assumptions about God, justice, and
human experience. Rather than presenting suffering as an obvious consequence of sin,
the narrative introduces Job as a blameless and upright man who nevertheless
experiences devastating loss. This opening portrait immediately destabilizes any easy
appeal to retributive theology and forces the reader into deeper theological inquiry
(Lie and Chandra 2025). The theological tension at the heart of Job is intensified by the
narrative structure itself. Readers are given access to a heavenly dialogue in which
Job’s suffering is discussed, yet Job remains unaware of this celestial exchange. This
asymmetry of knowledge creates a profound interpretive challenge. The audience sees
more than Job sees, but even then the text does not provide a complete philosophical
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explanation of suffering. Instead, it frames suffering within a mysterious intersection
of divine sovereignty, spiritual conflict, and limited human perception (Moll 2025).
Historically, scholarship on Job has moved in several directions. Some interpreters
emphasize the sovereignty of God as the governing category of the text, arguing that
all events remain under divine control even when their meaning remains hidden
(Kristanto et al. 2024).. Others focus on Job’s protest, lament, and moral struggle,
reading the book as an extended challenge to overly neat theological systems (Ilham
et al. 2023). Still others underscore the literary and rhetorical complexity of the book,
arguing that Job should not be reduced to a simple doctrinal treatise but must be read
as wisdom literature that deliberately resists closure (Rosenthal 2017).

Even so, several important gaps remain in the discussion. First, there is a
tendency toward theological reductionism, where suffering is explained primarily
through one category alone, such as punishment, divine testing, or existential
absurdity. Second, many readings fail to sustain the full moral tension between divine
sovereignty and the reality of evil. Third, the epistemological dimension of the book,
namely the role of human ignorance in relation to divine wisdom, is often
acknowledged but insufficiently integrated into broader theological interpretation
(Katimin 2020).

This study addresses those gaps by arguing that Job presents a
multidimensional theology of suffering that cannot be captured through a linear
explanatory framework. Instead, the book calls for a model that can hold together
divine sovereignty, satanic agency, embodied human pain, epistemological limitation,
and the possibility of transformative revelation. On this basis, the article proposes an
interlocking “gear model” as a conceptual representation of the theological logic of
Job. The model is not intended to eliminate tension but to preserve it in a way that
more adequately reflects the complexity of the text (Goleri and Kobak 2022).

Accordingly, the objectives of this study are threefold: first, to develop a
multidimensional theological framework for understanding suffering in Job; second,
to critically evaluate the relationship between divine sovereignty, evil, and human
perception; and third, to propose a non-reductionist model that better represents the
theological structure of the narrative. In doing so, this study seeks to contribute not
only to academic discussion on Job, but also to broader theological and pastoral
reflection on righteous suffering (Pinich 2018).

METHOD

This study employs a qualitative theological approach to examine the problem
of righteous suffering in the Book of Job. A qualitative method is appropriate because
the purpose of the research is not numerical generalization but interpretive depth,
conceptual clarity, and theological analysis. The study focuses on close engagement
with Job 1:6-12, Job 2:1-10, and Job 42:1-6, since these passages frame the beginning,
development, and theological resolution of Job’s suffering. Together, they provide the
central textual basis for examining divine sovereignty, satanic agency, human
affliction, and transformed knowledge of God (Nonterah 2020).
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The primary analytical method used in this research is textual-exegetical
analysis integrated with theological reflection. The exegetical dimension attends to
literary structure, narrative movement, characterization, and theological motifs within
the selected passages (Sanderan 2021). Special attention is given to the wisdom-
literature character of Job, since the book operates not only as narrative but also as
theological poetry shaped by rhetorical tension, irony, and dialogical conflict. In
addition, the study incorporates biblical theology, systematic theology, and
philosophical theology in order to interpret the text within a broader Christian
framework, especially in relation to divine justice, human suffering, and the problem
of evil (Habel 1985; Longman 2012; Newsom 2003).

To strengthen the analysis, this study also draws on a critical review of major
scholarly works on Job, particularly Andersen (1976), Clines (1989), Hartley (1988),
Habel (1985), Newsom (2003), Longman (2012), Walton (2012), Seow (2013a; 2013b),
and Greenstein (2019). These sources are used to compare interpretations, identify
areas of agreement and tension, and situate the present argument within ongoing
theological discussion. The overall analytical strategy is descriptive-critical:
descriptive in presenting the text and its major theological themes, and critical in
evaluating interpretive models while proposing a more integrated reading of
righteous suffering. In this way, the method supports a careful and academically
grounded interpretation of Job (Milbank 2017).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The Collapse of Retributive Theology

One of the most important findings of this study is that the Book of Job
fundamentally destabilizes the retributive model of suffering. Job is introduced in
emphatically positive moral terms: he is blameless, upright, God-fearing, and one who
turns away from evil. The narrative deliberately establishes his integrity before
presenting his losses, thereby preventing the reader from interpreting his suffering as
a straightforward punishment for sin. This literary strategy is central to the theological
force of the book because it severs the assumed link between personal righteousness
and visible prosperity (Kaunda and Kaunda 2019).

This challenge is significant within the wider world of ancient Near Eastern
and Israelite wisdom traditions, where moral order was often expressed in terms of
predictable consequences. While such retributive assumptions do appear elsewhere
in wisdom literature, Job exposes their inadequacy when applied absolutely. The book
does not deny that actions have consequences, but it refuses to allow suffering to be
read mechanically as proof of guilt. In this sense, Job functions as a canonical protest
against oversimplified moral causality (Susanta 2021).

The speeches of Job’s friends underscore this tension even further. They
represent a theological system that insists suffering must have a moral explanation
accessible to human reasoning. Yet the narrative context repeatedly reveals that their
theology, while containing fragments of truth, is inadequate to Job’s reality. Their
insistence on a retributive logic becomes not a solution but part of the problem,
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because it turns mystery into accusation and pain into suspicion. The Book of Job
therefore calls readers to move beyond formulaic judgments toward a more nuanced
theology of suffering (Sacra and Times 2020).

Divine Sovereignty and Moral Integrity

A second major finding concerns the relationship between divine sovereignty
and moral integrity. In Job 1-2, God is neither absent nor helpless. The prologue makes
clear that Satan cannot act independently or without limit. He appears before God,
speaks under divine permission, and receives explicit boundaries. The text therefore
affirms that suffering unfolds within divine sovereignty and not outside it. This is
crucial because the book does not offer a dualistic universe in which evil exists as an
equal rival to God (Papakostas 2025).

At the same time, the narrative carefully distinguishes divine permission from
divine moral culpability. Satan is the accuser and destroyer; God is the sovereign Lord
who sets limits and remains morally pure. This distinction is theologically decisive.
Without it, the affirmation of sovereignty would collapse into a form of determinism
that makes God the direct author of evil. The text resists that collapse. It insists on
divine control without compromising divine holiness, thereby sustaining one of the
deepest paradoxes in biblical theology (Afifatimah and Muthali’in 2023)..

This distinction also has wider doctrinal importance. A theology that confuses
permission with authorship risks either blaming God for evil or diminishing His
sovereignty to protect His goodness (Ajabnoor, Dawoud, and Faisal 2023). Job resists
both options. It presents a God who remains sovereign over all that occurs, yet whose
character is not stained by the destructive intentions of the accuser. In this way, the
narrative preserves both the majesty and the moral integrity of God, even where
human explanation remains incomplete (Phela et al. 2023).

The Role of Satan and the Cosmic Conflict Dimension

The presence of Satan in the prologue introduces a cosmic dimension to
suffering that cannot be ignored. Satan’s accusation is not merely about Job’s behavior
but about the nature of human worship itself. His claim is that Job fears God only
because he benefits from divine protection and blessing. In other words, the accuser
questions whether genuine piety is possible at all. This means that Job’s suffering is
not only a personal trial but also part of a larger dispute over the authenticity of
human devotion (Bergsma and Pitre 2018).

This cosmic framing broadens the theological horizon of suffering. Job’s
affliction is not exhausted by visible circumstances on earth; it is linked to an unseen
spiritual contest. That does not mean every human suffering should be interpreted in
exactly the same way, but it does mean the Book of Job refuses a strictly immanent
reading of pain. The text suggests that there are dimensions of reality beyond human
observation, and that suffering may be implicated in purposes not immediately
accessible to those who endure it (Sayem 2021).

At the same time, the narrative does not glorify the accuser or allow Satan to
become the explanatory center of the book. He appears briefly and disappears from
the dialogues. The focus ultimately remains on God, Job, and the theological meaning
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of suffering. Satan’s role is real but limited, active but subordinate. This narrative
restraint is important because it prevents the reader from replacing one simplistic
explanation with another. The Book of Job is not finally a demonology of suffering,
but a theology of God, wisdom, and faithful endurance under conditions of radical
uncertainty (Marti 2022).

Human Suffering as Lived and Embodied Reality

Although the Book of Job includes heavenly scenes and theological discourse,
it never allows suffering to become an abstract concept. Job’s pain is concrete,
embodied, and total. He loses economic security, family relationships, bodily health,
social honor, and psychological stability. The narrative’s power lies partly in the way
it portrays suffering as a reality that invades every layer of human existence. Job is not
merely an example in a doctrinal debate; he is a suffering human being whose life has
been undone (Bruce 2020).

This embodied dimension is essential for theological interpretation. It means
that suffering in Job is not only a philosophical problem but also an existential crisis.
It affects memory, speech, prayer, identity, and relationships. Job’s speeches reveal
anguish, protest, confusion, longing, and at times near-despair. Yet they also reveal
that suffering can become the site of fierce theological engagement. Job does not
withdraw from God in silence; he addresses God, argues, pleads, and protests. His
suffering becomes a lived dialogue with the divine (GP Harianto 2022).

That feature has major implications. It shows that faith does not remove pain,
nor does pain automatically destroy faith. Rather, the book presents lament as one
mode of faithful speech in the midst of suffering. Job’s words are often disturbing, but
they remain directed toward God. Thus, the book validates the reality of anguish
while also insisting that wounded faith can still be faith. This insight is especially
important for pastoral theology, where sufferers are too often expected to move
prematurely from pain to resolution (Silalahi 2020).

Epistemological Limitation and the Limits of Human Knowing

A fifth major theme in the findings is epistemological limitation. The structure
of the book creates a deliberate asymmetry of knowledge: the reader knows about the
heavenly council, but Job does not. This means that Job’s experience is marked by
genuine ignorance. He suffers without knowing why. Theologically, this is not a
minor narrative device but a central feature of the book’s argument. It reminds the
reader that human beings do not possess an all-encompassing perspective on divine
purposes (Dalimunthe et al. 2024).

This epistemological limitation is reinforced in the divine speeches, where God
does not provide Job with a detailed causal explanation for his suffering. Instead, God
confronts Job with the vastness, intricacy, and mystery of creation. The point is not to
humiliate Job for asking questions, but to re-situate those questions within a reality
larger than human understanding. Job learns not that inquiry is wrong, but that
human knowledge is finite and that wisdom belongs ultimately to God (Weber and
Weber 2021).
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The book therefore reframes ignorance as a theological category. Not all
suffering can be interpreted through direct human access to causes and purposes.
Some suffering must be endured in trust rather than mastered by explanation. This
does not sanctify ignorance for its own sake, nor does it deny the legitimacy of lament.
Rather, it insists that the limits of human knowing are themselves part of what faithful
theology must acknowledge. In Job, humility is not the abandonment of thought but
the recognition of creaturely limits before divine wisdom (Bergsma and Pitre 2018).

Transformative Revelation

The final movement of the book suggests that the deepest response to suffering
is not exhaustive explanation but transformative revelation. In Job 42:5, Job declares,
“I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees you.” This
statement marks a profound shift from mediated knowledge to direct encounter. The
resolution of the narrative is therefore theological and relational rather than merely
logical. Job’s central need is not simply information about suffering but a deeper
apprehension of God (Pajarianto 2022).

This does not mean suffering is good in itself or that the devastation Job
experiences should be minimized. The losses remain real, and the book never
trivializes them. But it does mean that suffering becomes, within the mystery of God’s
purposes, a context in which Job’s understanding of God is transformed. The text
moves from argument to encounter, from demand for explanation to humbled
recognition of divine transcendence. This is one of the book’s most striking theological
claims (Marlow 2022).

Such transformative revelation also clarifies why the Book of Job cannot be
reduced to a philosophical theodicy. Its aim is not to produce an airtight solution to
evil, but to reorient the reader toward the character and wisdom of God. The book
does not end by eliminating mystery; it ends by relocating Job within a more
expansive awareness of divine reality. In this sense, revelation does not erase the
problem of suffering, but it changes the horizon within which suffering is understood
(Siahaan and Simorangkir 2023).

The Gear Model as a Non-Reductionist Framework

On the basis of the preceding analysis, this study proposes a theological gear
model to represent the dynamic interaction of the book’s major dimensions. The
model includes five interlocking elements: divine sovereignty, satanic agency, human
suffering, epistemological limitation, and transformative revelation. These are not
sequential stages in a simple chain of cause and effect. Rather, they are mutually
related dimensions that shape the theological logic of the narrative together (Musoni
2021).
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COSMIC CONFLICT DIMENSION

(Satanic Agency / Accusation / Testing)

HUMAN EXPERIENCE LAYER 1

(Suffering, Loss,FaH Faith Crisis)

Figure 1. Mutually Related Dimensions That Shape The Theological Logic

The image presents a layered theological framework for understanding
suffering, moving from Divine Sovereignty at the top, where God’s control and
permission establish the ultimate boundary of all events, down to the Cosmic Conflict
Dimension, which highlights satanic agency, accusation, and testing as part of a larger
spiritual struggle (Berger 2024). This then flows into the Human Experience Layer,
where suffering is encountered concretely through loss, pain, and crises of faith. At
the bottom, the model culminates in Epistemological Limitation, emphasizing that
human beings often face suffering without full understanding, and must live within
mystery, partial knowledge, and faith. Overall, the diagram shows a downward
movement from divine governance to human experience and limited understanding,
suggesting that suffering cannot be reduced to one cause alone but must be read
through interconnected theological dimensions (Gregory 2020).

The strength of this model lies in its resistance to reductionism. A linear model
tends to privilege one factor over the others, often treating the rest as secondary. By
contrast, the gear model recognizes that the Book of Job operates through layered
interaction. Divine sovereignty establishes the overarching frame; satanic agency
introduces spiritual contest; human suffering embodies the crisis; epistemological
limitation marks the boundary of human interpretation; and transformative revelation
provides theological reorientation. Each element affects the others, and none can be
removed without distorting the whole (Vesely 2021).

The gear model also offers a constructive bridge between biblical theology and
systematic theology. It honors the literary complexity of Job while providing a
conceptual framework for broader doctrinal reflection. Because it preserves tension
rather than forcing closure, it is especially useful for discussions of theodicy,
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providence, pastoral care, and the theology of lament. Its purpose is not to explain
away suffering but to describe more accurately how the Book of Job holds its central
themes together (Nwatarali et al. 2025).

Critical Evaluation of the Model

The proposed model challenges several common interpretive tendencies. First,
it stands against determinism by rejecting the idea that divine sovereignty must mean
direct divine causation of evil. In Job, God is sovereign, but the moral intention to
destroy belongs to the accuser, not to God. This distinction is not marginal; it is
necessary to preserve the holiness of God while affirming His rule over creation
(Demerouti and Bakker 2023).

Second, the model resists simplistic theodicy. The Book of Job does not offer a
neat philosophical answer that resolves all tension. Instead, it preserves mystery and
requires humility. The gear model reflects that structure by refusing to turn suffering
into a problem that can be solved through one interpretive key. It acknowledges
complexity, partial knowledge, and unresolved pain as essential features of the text’s
theological world (Zaremba 2025).

Third, the model rejects pastoral reductionism. Too often suffering is
interpreted as punishment, divine abandonment, or lack of faith. Job subverts all three
assumptions. His story demonstrates that profound suffering can occur apart from
personal guilt and that faithful lament is not rebellion in the simplistic sense. A
theologically responsible reading of Job must therefore resist blaming the sufferer and
instead learn to sit with complexity, grief, and unanswered questions (Soriano 2020)

CONCLUSION

This study concludes that the suffering of Job cannot be adequately explained
through single-factor models such as retributive justice, deterministic sovereignty, or
purely existential protest. The narrative of Job demonstrates that suffering is
theologically complex and must be read through an integrated framework that
includes divine sovereignty, satanic agency, embodied human suffering,
epistemological limitation, and transformative revelation. Each of these dimensions
contributes to the meaning of the text, and none can be isolated without distorting the
theological force of the narrative. In this sense, the Book of Job resists simplistic
explanations and instead invites a richer and more disciplined theological engagement
with righteous suffering (Hartley 1988; Clines 1989; Longman 2012).

Furthermore, the Book of Job does not resolve the problem of suffering through
rational explanation alone. Rather, it reorients the reader theologically by shifting the
central question from “Why does suffering happen?” to “Who is God in the midst of
suffering?” This shift is decisive because the climax of the book is not a tidy defense
of divine justice but an encounter with the majesty, wisdom, and transcendence of
God. Job’s transformation occurs not because every detail of his pain is explained, but
because his understanding of God is deepened. Thus, the text suggests that the
ultimate response to suffering is not complete intellectual resolution, but a renewed
posture of humility, trust, and reverence before the God whose wisdom exceeds
human comprehension (Walton 2012; Seow 2013b; Greenstein 2019).
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By addressing important gaps in previous scholarship, this study contributes a non-
reductionist theological model that preserves both divine sovereignty and moral
integrity without collapsing one into the other.
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