
Job 3:1-11; Tobit 1:3; 2:1-14; 3:1-6,11-17 

Today we begin looking at our last story in the Apocrypha this summer which we can 

find in the Book of Tobit. It’s a long book and therefore we’re going to spend three 

weeks analysing it. Every week we will only read selected verses from each consecutive 

part of the book. 

We begin with three desperate prayers. The first one came from Job whose story we 

know. He was a good and righteous man who was sorely tested – he lost all his children, 

his animals and eventually his health. The prayer we hear today expresses the willingness 

to never have been born. It wasn’t just a case of dying here and now but Job wished he 

had never existed. His pain was such that he preferred never to have lived than to have to 

experience it. 

The other two prayers come from the characters from the Book of Tobit. The first one is 

Tobit himself who narrates the story to us. He and his family, wife Anna and son Tobias, 

lived in Northern Israel but have then been exiled to Nineveh in Assyria. Like Job, Tobit 

is an upright man. He prays, he tithes and more – he’s incredibly generous too. In the first 

chapter we read that he would give one tenth of his crops to the temple as a tithe, 

distribute another tenth among the poor in Jerusalem, another tenth among orphans and 

widows as well as converts to Judaism. His reasoning was that because he was an orphan 

himself, he wanted to help other orphans as he was helped by others. We met him today 

asking his son to bring another exile – a stranger – to dine with him on the feast of 

Passover. He wanted to share his bounty with someone who had nothing or considerably 

less. 

What happens instead though is that Tobias finds a man who was dead. Someone – and 

we never learn who this was – strangled this Israelite and left the body to rot in the 

marketplace. There’s nothing for it for Tobit but to rush out the door and fetch the body 

until he can bury this stranger with whom he’s bound by bonds of nationality, religion 

and simply humanity. We learn this is not the first time it happened – Tobit had buried 

other people before and got into trouble for it.  

The story behind that was that Tobit had a good position at the court of the Assyrian 

ruler. He would go and purchase goods for him from Media. As this brought him wealth, 

he again shared it with others: he gave away food and clothing and also buried the 

Israelite dead as a deed of charity towards them. Then the king died, and his son ruled. 

The country was in turmoil and we learn that Sennacherib put to death many Israelites. 

Tobit would go and secretly remove the bodies and give them a decent burial. Someone 

told on him and he himself faced a death penalty. He ran away and his property was 

confiscated. Then two of king’s sons kill the king, a new government is formed, and 

Tobit’s nephew is able to intercede for him which he does. Tobit can return. 

When we meet him today, he does the same as he always did – sharing the food and 

burying the dead. This time though it’s his health that’s taken away – he reckons his 

blindness was caused by birds’ droppings; we would say it was cataracts. In any case 



Anna, his wife, becomes the breadwinner. He doesn’t take kindly to not being able to 

earn his keep. One day he accuses his wife of stealing and they argue. Eventually he 

repents for falsely accusing her which is when his prayer is uttered. He’s had enough, he 

wants to die. 

The last prayer needs a bit of introduction because otherwise we don’t know who the 

woman saying it is. Her name is Sarah, daughter of Edna and Raguel from Media. She’s 

been singularly unfortunate in love. Not once but seven times her newly wed husband 

died on the wedding night without consummating the marriage. We are told that the deed 

was perpetrated by the demon Asmodeus living in her house. No one knew that though 

and people talked. It was eventually the servant girl who voiced the opinion that it was 

Sarah herself who killed all her husbands. This was the last straw for Sarah who now 

prays for death for herself. The pain, suffering and now false accusations are too much. 

All she ever wanted was to settle down, have a husband and children. This was not only 

denied her but now she’s being accused of actually murdering her husbands too. 

She directs a telling prayer to God: ‘I am my father’s only child; he has no other child to 

be his heir; and he has no close relative or other kindred for whom I should keep myself 

as wife. Already seven husbands of mine have died. Why should I still live? But if it is 

not pleasing to you, O Lord, to take my life, hear me in my disgrace.” 

She worries about her father who will not have descendants. Even her anguish cannot 

make her self-centred – she thinks of others before herself. And then she says: if it is not 

pleasing to you to take my life, hear me in my disgrace. 

And it’s really that that those stories are all about – God hears our cries. He’s with us in 

our valleys of death and despair.  

All the stories we read today have a happy ending, but does that take away the suffering? 

I don’t think so. Even if Job’s health and wealth are restored to him and he fathers more 

children who live, he lost the first ones forever. The new children bring him much joy 

and happiness and yet the ache of the heart longing for the first children will always be 

there.  

Tobit and Anna’s relationship will always have the dark stain on the fabric of their lives, 

however good he is to her afterwards. They went through a hard patch and this will 

always be part of their story, however much forgiveness and love they apply in the future. 

The dark four years when he was ill and therefore incapable of working and doing good 

charitable deeds and she was the breadwinner, the arguments and resentment that they 

brought, put a strain on their relationship even though I’m sure they will be able to enjoy 

one another in the future. 

Sarah’s despair over her dead husbands will always be there with her – even though now 

she marries Tobias who does survive the wedding night. The curse is lifted but it’s not to 

say that her shame and pain will not accompany her for the rest of her days. Yes, she will 

lead a happy life, but she won’t be able to erase that part of it. 



We cannot undo the bad that’s happened in our lives. We do however learn to live with 

the reality of it and can use it to be a blessing to others. This happened to me this last 

week in fact. Many of you will know that I’ve been ill for the last nearly a month. 

Someone phoned me up and enumerated all my symptoms – I couldn’t understand how 

she knew all this! It turns out she had the same illness before. The most important thing 

she said to me was ‘it does go away’. When you’re healthy and well, it’s laughable. 

When you’re ill though, you begin to doubt whether you will ever get better. This was 

indeed the best news yet. 

Bad things happen to good people. We don’t know why but we pray in our despair and 

our prayers are heard. Truly heard. What today’s story reminds us of is firstly that 

everybody goes through difficult times at some point. We all carry our hurts and pain 

with us. Second learning from today is that bad times pass. It’s hard to believe that at the 

time but things will change again at some point. Thirdly, we can use our hard experiences 

to bring blessing to others going through the same stuff. Last but certainly not least – we 

have a God who hears us. Whatever happens we can always turn to God and cry our 

hearts out. He welcomes that, however angry we might be with him. Where are you, O 

Lord, when these things happen to us? You are right there beside us. Amen. 


