
Making Sense of Matthew and Job


In the Gospel of Matthew it is said that you should “be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt 5.48).  Since God is “perfect,” one might assume that God is also morally perfect.  A closer look at the text, however, reveals various contradictions between God’s word, God’s actions, and our own mortal perception of morality.  These contradictions make it very difficult to read the Bible at face value and assume that God is morally perfect.


 It seems that one of the Bible’s greatest contradictions is the concept of heaven and hell.  God preaches the importance of forgiveness and unconditional love, yet is willing to send millions of men “into a furnace” where “men will weep and gnash their teeth” for all of eternity (Matt 13.49).  An act of this sort of cruelty does not seem to indicate that God believes in the concept of unconditional love.  For how can eternal torture represent the concept of loving your neighbor or loving your enemy, which are both espoused in the Gospel of Matthew?


It seems to me that this raft between God’s actions and God’s word is too great to be passively brushed under the rug.  Instead of intentionally avoiding the contradictions of the Bible, I think it makes more sense to face them head on.  In this sense, I see the Bible as a sort of mirror designed for active interpretation.  It reflects your own morality by presenting deep contradictions and asking you to come to a conclusion.  From this perspective, the “wrong” conclusion is the passive one.  For by simply assuming that heaven and hell exist one is buying into that which God denounces in his gospel (i.e. forgiveness, unconditional love, etc).  Passively accepting the concept of heaven and hell is also a selfish act for it assumes that you will be rewarded with eternal bliss while many other people around you (i.e.. your “neighbors”) will be sent to eternal torture.  Assuming this interpretation, one may argue that this self-gratifying idea is a sort of lure which God has set out to test the impatient or morally corrupt.  If you truly understand the concept of unconditional love and forgiveness, you won’t take God’s bait and will thereby realize that  heaven and hell can’t exist.


The book of Job presents another contradiction which, from one interpretation, makes God seem cruel and bigoted.  When Job asks God for a reason for his seemingly arbitrary punishment, God angrily retorts that Job is a mortal and therefore doesn’t have the right to ask such questions to someone as powerful as himself.  Speaking from a raging whirlwind, God satirically belittles Job, asking “Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?  Tell me, if you have understanding” (Job 38.4). To make matters worse, we learn that Job is a morally perfect man and therefore have better reason to interpret God’s actions as merciless and ungrounded.  How can someone persecute a morally perfect man just on the ground that they are powerful?  Is power a justification of morality?  If  it is, then one might assume that “might makes right” and that men such as Hitler, Stalin, and the like are therefore morally good men.  This would make God the worst type of tyrant -- the no-questions-asked absolutist.


How then can one come to terms with the book of Job?  Since one would expect God to be a complex and deep thinking individual, maybe there is some meaning underneath this seemingly cold portrayal of God.  Viscerally we all want Job to be rewarded, for we like the idea of fairy-tales which end in “they all lived happily after,” but let’s consider the future consequences of a story like this.  If Job was rewarded for being “moral,” this would mean that God must be in the business of rewarding the good and punishing the bad.  This would make life a black and white game where everyone knows the rules and everyone has the choice to either follow them and be rewarded or disobey them and be punished.  Religion would become a form of resume building.  People would probably become morally better as a  result, but would this hold any meaning if their attempts were entirely egotistical?  What if, for example, someone decided to volunteer more often because they didn’t want to be punished by God.  Wouldn’t volunteering then become a requirement to get by in life?  And, isn’t required volunteerism an oxymoron?  Doesn’t a reward and benefit system defeat the central moral value behind giving of ones self without any expectation of benefits?  So, maybe the seemingly cruel God of Job is actually just wiser than the average reader.  Maybe God understands that although it may seem painfully cruel at the moment, punishing the good (i.e. Job) is a necessary evil.


The final contradiction I will mention has to do with God’s word in the Gospel of Matthew.  In his sermon on the mound God says “Blessed are the poor in spirit” and “Blessed are the meek” (Matt 5.3-5).  God lifts up the poor again when he says that “it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (Matt 19.23).  Most humans would disagree with God’s broad statements.  In general, we respect those men and women who are capable and powerful, not meek and poor.  Doesn’t the credit belong to the powerful man who works and toils and creates, not to the man who bums around timidly and never accomplishes anything?  What can God possibly mean by these bold statements?  


Maybe God doesn’t necessarily mean that poverty and meekness are virtuous character traits in themselves.  Instead, maybe these character traits are simply means to an end.  Maybe God understands that money and power (although not evil by themselves) can distract men from understanding the importance of virtues such as love and forgiveness.  Maybe poverty, in its intrinsically minimalistic nature helps one cast aside the distracting trifles of life.  In a similar way, maybe meekness and humility help one cast aside ones ego, which also can distract us from more important things.  So, in this sense, God might be giving us mortals a friendly hint, suggesting that we give up worldly goods so that we can be without burden or distraction and therefore see that which is most important more clearly.  God’s most dramatic depiction of this message is the crucifixion of Jesus.  In Matthew, it is said that “no one knows the Father except the Son and no one knows the Father except the Son” and so it seems that God and Jesus are in some way connected or one (Matt 11.27).  In this sense, the crucifixion of Jesus is an act of self-sacrifice by God.  It seems that God, who holds tremendous power, is willingly making himself vulnerable in order to show us that by sacrifice yourself by giving up worldly goods and pleasures you are better able to gain moral understanding and become closer to God.


After taking a closer look at the Gospel of Matthew and the Book of Job, God no longer seems to exhibit those traits which one might find contradictory at first.  The God taken at a face value reading of the Bible seems to be harsh, immoral, and even tyrannical, but the God taken from these interpretations is wise, complex, and thoughtful.  This latter God seems to be a morally sound role-model.  He is demanding and expects us to read deeply into his gospel, but this seems fitting considering the complexity of what he is trying to convey.  He tempts us with viscerally appealing but morally flawed concepts such as heaven and hell, and warns us against the potentially distracting effects of money.  By imitating this God, we would come to better understand that every good action doesn’t have to be associated with a reward.  We would also come to understand the concept of unconditional love and would therefore learn to love our neighbor.  Avoiding distractions we would simplify our lives, casting aside money and power.  War and hatred would fade away as we all become “peacemakers” (Matt 5.9).   If we were to all emulate this God, I imagine the world would be a far more forgiving, wise, understanding, and loving place.


