
Phil Smith 

I live in Newberg, Oregon, with my wife, Karen. We have two 
twenty-something sons who have “left the nest.” 

Because I am a professor at George Fox University, my schedule is 
dominated from August through April by classes, meetings, budgets, 
conferences, student papers, and a seemingly infinite number of 
emails. It's delightful work, but I often feel like the character in 
Alice in Wonderland: I run as fast as I can to stay in one place. 

But then comes June and July: a chance to watch baseball, take a 
vacation with Karen, and write. I write philosophy articles, novels 
(currently working on a mystery story), and submissions for Fruit of 
the Vine. Usually, the thoughts expressed in these devotional pieces 
have accumulated over time. I find that writing them down helps 
me to get clearer about what God has been saying. So the process 
of writing these pieces is good for me—and I hope they are helpful 
to you. 
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Sunday 
February 20 I Wish I’d Never Been Born 

BIBLE READING: Job 3:1-10 
I love Job—the book, I mean; who knows what it would be 
like to meet the man himself? But my appreciation for Job has 
grown slowly. 

When I was a young Christian I didn’t like this book, 
and I suspect many believers share the antipathy I felt. Job 
seemed way too long on anguish and too short on hope. Prov-
erbs promises God’s blessing on faithful and obedient people, 
and many of the psalms (though not all) express joy and faith 
in God. But when I read Job I found little of the confidence 
and victory that godly people were supposed to experience.  

Then my brother disappeared. That’s a cold case only 
God can solve; certainly the sheriff gave it up long ago. A few 
years later Mom died of cancer. Some years after that my 
teenage son made a suicide pact with his girlfriend; she 
“succeeded” while his attempts on his life led to a year in the 
state hospital. 

Real life includes bad things. Job speaks to us in the 
hard times. This week and next, I invite you to explore some 
aspects of the dark nights, the lonely times, by looking at a 
few passages in Job. I have come to believe that the Holy 
Spirit is always present with us, in particular when we don’t 
feel God’s presence. Job shows us that in the soul’s darkest 
times, we can still pour out our hearts to God. Maybe we have 
never felt the depth of anguish Job expresses in today’s read-
ing, but his words give us permission to say what we feel. 

SONG: Abide with Me 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, thank you for hearing 

my heart’s cry, even in the times when I feel like Job. 
—Phil Smith 
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Monday 
February 21 Curse God and Die 

BIBLE READING: Job 2:1-10 
So what did she really mean? Job’s wife’s counsel of despair—
“curse God and die”—is certainly memorable, but what do 
you suppose she intended? 

Maybe Job’s wife thought that God would strike Job dead 
if Job literally, verbally, cursed God. This is a kind of comic 
book theology. We see it often enough in sitcoms and other 
bits of popular culture: a god who wields lightening bolts 
when human beings sin. 

Maybe she believed that God had already become Job’s 
enemy. (In later chapters, Job himself worries about this possi-
bility.) When she recommends cursing God, perhaps she is 
only telling Job to accept reality, that God cannot be trusted. If 
that’s what she meant, her advice amounts to practical athe-
ism; Job should recognize he is all alone with his suffering. A 
god that never speaks or acts is no better than no god at all. 

In the end, we all die. Job doesn’t have a choice about 
that. The question is what kind of relationship he (and we) 
will have with God. Will he (we) curse God, or “hold on to 
integrity?” 

The author of Job clearly endorses Job’s choice. 
“Integrity” implies several things for Job. He continues to 
believe in God. He knows that God is good. He does not know 
why he is suffering. In his suffering, Job continues to turn to 
God: he pleads for relief, for answers, for justice.  

It is possible to live a life of faith and trust even in the 
hardest situations. 

SONG: Be Thou My Vision 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, the hard times are hard; 

I can’t deny it. But I cannot turn from you. 
—Phil Smith 
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Tuesday 
February 22 Helplessness 

BIBLE READING: Job 6:8-13 
Job’s confession in today’s reading directly contradicts the 
Horatio Alger/American self-help credo. Surely if a person 
works hard and disciplines himself (Ben Franklin); if he in-
vents a better mousetrap (Thomas Edison); if he tries repeat-
edly no matter how often he has failed (Harlan Sanders); or 
maybe if he just benefits by a little luck (the latest lottery 
winner)—surely anyone can better himself in the land of 
opportunity. 

I love my country partly because the myth of self-help 
actually has some truth in it. But Job calls us back from the 
comforting myth of bootstrapping to success. The fact is, 
sometimes circumstances crush people. Like Job, such people 
have no strength, no prospects, and no hope in this world. 
Job’s wish (v. 9) is that God would simply end his life. 

Helplessness reminds us that we are dependent crea-
tures. When we are born, when we are injured, when debili-
tating disease attacks our muscles or brains, and when we 
die—many points in life remind us that we depend on others. 
We are not the independent, self-sufficient beings the self-
help myth presents. 

Job’s helplessness, though it is close to despair, may 
actually be a good thing. Job acknowledges the truth. He 
knows he needs God. Jesus spoke to people in Job’s condition 
when he blessed those who are poor in spirit. 

SONG: I Need Thee Every Hour 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Again, Father, I thank you for 

the Spirit who listens to every prayer. You know even better 
than I how much I need you. In this trouble I have no hope 
but you. 

—Phil Smith 
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Wednesday 
February 23 Hard Service 

BIBLE READING: Job 7:1-10 
“Does not man have hard service on earth?” 

Sometimes people talk about the “rat race.” Their lives 
consist of commuting, working, childcare and meetings, 
checking email, paying the bills—all in an endless round. As a 
result, people live for weekends or vacations. Job’s situation 
was much worse. He could look forward to no weekend res-
pite, no trip to Yosemite next summer. He thought only death 
would end his round of miserable days and tormented nights. 

My current situation differs greatly from Job’s. My work 
varies from season to season; it is meaningful and very often 
satisfying. I enjoy friendships that afford opportunities for 
thoughtful conversation. I take vacations. I get to attend public 
meetings for worship every week (sometimes more often). I 
need to remember that many people’s lives—historically and 
even today—are more like Job’s than mine. 

Job knew he spoke not just for himself but also for 
countless other people. The life of a subsistence farmer and 
her children is hard service indeed. (It is probable that a ma-
jority of the world’s subsistence farmers are women.) Hard 
service extends to mines, plantations, sweatshops, and facto-
ries too. Job’s anguished questions are not just about his own 
suffering. He feels solidarity with the overworked and under-
fed multitudes of Earth.  

I thank God the Bible includes such questions; we are 
not forbidden to take our deepest terrors and worries to God. 
We can pray for ourselves and our neighbors when life binds 
us in hard service. 

SONG: No One Understands Like Jesus 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, teach me compassion 

for those whose lives are “hard service.” 
—Phil Smith 
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Thursday 
February 24 With All the Right Words 

BIBLE READING: Job 8:1-10 
Everyone who reads Job knows that Bildad, one of Job’s 
friends (or, ironically, “comforters”) does not say what is 
right. We learn this in the epilogue (42:7). Eliphaz, Bildad, 
and Zophar do not get it right; we know this because God says 
so. 

But look at what Bildad actually says in today’s reading. 
He says that God is just (v. 3), and wise men of the past have 
told us (v. 8). Today’s generation should be humble enough to 
learn from past generations (vv. 9-10). Surely Bildad is right—
right? 

Job’s children were killed by a windstorm (1:18-19). 
Bildad concludes that since God is just, they must have de-
served it. If Job will humble himself and turn to God, then 
God in fairness will bless Job. It’s not too late (vv. 5-7)! 

Does this sound familiar? “People deserve what they get; 
but don’t despair, because God will reward you if you repent.” 
I’ve heard such things; probably you have too. 

Bildad is not stupid, and he’s not intentionally cruel. He 
speaks the truth as he sees it. In our contemporary speech, 
Bildad is “intervening” in Job’s life. He is confronting Job with 
hard truths Job would rather not face. Bildad uses the right 
words, and he intends well. But he still gets it wrong. He 
draws his conclusions too quickly. 

We should take warning from Bildad. Let us be eager to 
listen and slow to speak. When we encounter sufferers, let’s 
be sure we are comforters. 

SONG: They That Wait upon the Lord 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, today I am thinking of 

_____________ who suffers grief/loss/pain/anxiety. Please let 
your comfort and healing work in him or her. 

—Phil Smith 
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Friday 
February 25 With Friends Like These 

BIBLE READING: Job 12:1-6 
“Doubtless you are the people, and wisdom will die with 
you!” 

There’s no way around it; Job is sarcastic, even bitter, 
about his friends’ theological philosophy. (See 16:1-3 for 
more.) He says they have been laughing at him. While at ease 
themselves, they have expressed contempt for him. His 
friends are no better than the Sabean bandits who stole Job’s 
wealth in the first place (1:14-15), desert marauders with little 
amulet-gods tucked in their clothes. 

Now, as the book unfolds it becomes increasingly clear 
that Job passionately believes in God. His friends’ hasty judg-
ments merely make him angry and depressed. But suppose 
some sincere agnostic raised questions similar to Job’s: Why is 
God doing this to me? Where is God when life hurts, when it 
hurts like this? And suppose this seeker came to my church 
(or to yours). What hasty judgments would the seeker hear? 
May God help us! Tender hearts don’t need friends like these. 

Given human fearfulness and foolishness, it often hap-
pens that when suffering comes the “friends” also show up. 
Grief or pain visit our lives, and with them come people who 
tell us what we did to bring it on ourselves, that God is pun-
ishing us, or (more frequent nowadays) that God hit us with 
the pain because he knew we were ready for it. 

SONG: Breathe 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, it almost hurts just to 

say the words. Still, I pray: please forgive them; they don’t 
know what they are doing. 

—Phil Smith 
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Saturday 
February 26 Life after Death? 

BIBLE READING: Job 14:7-22 
Christians believe in resurrection from the dead. According to 
the New Testament, this central doctrine is essential to the 
faith (1 Corinthians 15:3-5, 14). If the dead are not raised, our 
faith is worthless. 

It’s understandable, then, that when Christians read the 
Bible they would like to see resurrection taught everywhere. 
But the idea of a resurrection developed slowly in the cen-
turies before Jesus. The Old Testament is full of belief in God 
and faith that God will triumph in the end, but it is not clear 
about the resurrection of individual believers.  

In his pain, Job longs for something like resurrection. “If 
only…” he says (v. 13). As it is, a “dead” tree might put up 
new shoots and live again, but a man…Well, when a man 
dies, he’s dead (vv. 7-12). If only a person could live again…
Job imagines the joy of a resurrected and forgiven person (vv. 
15-17). But then he returns to the thought world of ancient 
Israel, in which death was final (vv. 18-22).  

Christian hope separates me from Job. I believe and 
affirm something Job only longed for. Perhaps this means 
Christians can’t fully understand the depth of Job’s suffering. 
He longed for God’s answer, but if God’s answer didn’t come 
soon, Job would die and never hear it. That particular anxiety 
is foreign to Christian faith. 

SONG: My Hope Is in Thee 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Praise and thanks to you, Lord 

Jesus. You are the author of life and giver of hope. 
—Phil Smith 



JOB AND HIS FRIENDS 
by Gustave Doré 



73 

Sunday 
February 27 They’ve All Gone Away 

BIBLE READING: Job 19:13-22 
When our son attempted suicide and subsequently spent 
months in a secure hospital, our church friends surrounded 
Karen and me with prayer and support. When my Mom was 
dying of cancer, people I hardly knew (but who knew her) 
would tell me they were praying for our family. I must admit I 
have almost no experience of the particular pain that Job 
describes in today’s reading. 

Job’s “comforters” falsely accuse Job. But at least they 
are still with him! The treatment he gets from other people is 
in some ways even worse. They ignore him—or ridicule him. 

Job lists the broken relationships: brothers, acquain-
tances, kinsmen, friends, guests, servants, and even the little 
boys of the village. His wife hasn’t actually deserted him, but 
she isn’t kissing him either! 

Maybe they’re embarrassed. (I wouldn’t know what to 
say.) Maybe they think Job’s disaster will rub off on them. 
(Who knows? Maybe Job really is hiding something.) Maybe 
some of them have envied Job in the past, and now they re-
joice in his fall. (He’s getting what he deserves.) 

The silent treatment, the unspoken judgment, the simple 
act of turning away, of pretending not to see—human beings 
know how to wound with passive cruelty. Beyond grief, loss, 
and sickness, rejection may be the greatest of Job’s sufferings. 

If you know someone who is suffering, don’t ignore her. 
If you don’t know what to say, you can say that. Be there. 

SONG: The Servant Song  
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Spirit, please give us, give 

me, genuine love for those who hurt. And help me accept the 
love of others. 

—Phil Smith 
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Monday 
February 28 

Injustice: The Wicked  
Go Unpunished 

BIBLE READING: Job 21:17-21 
It’s not just that Job grieves the death of his children. Nor is it 
only his lost possessions, nor the torment of pain and broken 
health. It’s more than the fact that his friends “comfort” him 
by repeating their syllogism of condemnation. (God guaran-
tees that people get what they deserve, and you are suffering, 
therefore you must have deserved it, so repent of your sin.) 
Beyond these things, Job sees injustice in many other lives, 
not just his own. 

In verses 7-16 of this chapter, Job describes the prosper-
ity and carefree lifestyle of people whose lives display their 
disdain for God (v. 14). Job knows, of course, what his friends 
will say: The punishment of the fathers will be visited on the 
sons. Job doesn’t buy it. If God is the Punisher that Job’s 
friends say he is, then let him punish the sinner himself. 

Part of the greatness of the book of Job is that it contin-
ues to pile up the unanswered questions. The neat—too 
neat—answers of Job’s comforters seem to have truth in them, 
but Job insists on something deeper. He refuses to deny the 
facts of his experience, and he wants God’s answer. 

As a Christian, I believe the gospel of Jesus contains 
profound answers to Job’s tormented questions. Too often, 
though, I and other Christians reduce the gospel to platitudes 
not very different from Job’s friends’ logic. For today, let us sit 
with and feel the depth of Job’s anguish. 

SONG: O Love That Will Not Let Me Go 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, you taught us  

that the Father loves even his enemies. Even in hard times,  
I cannot turn from you. Help me to love too.  

—Phil Smith  
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Tuesday 
March 1 The Fate of the Poor 

BIBLE READING: Job 24:1-12 
Today’s reading takes up the theme of injustice from the other 
side. In chapter 21, Job asked why wicked men escape punish-
ment. Now he cries out for justice for the poor and the power-
less. 

Job points to what everyone can see. People take advan-
tage of each other. They use their power (the power that 
comes from being male, from having good health, from capi-
tal, from “connections”) to grab more. In ancient Israel, the 
main forms of wealth/capital were 1) land; 2) livestock or 
crops; and 3) money. Notice in verses 2 to 4 how powerful 
men steal land and flocks and take the widow’s ox through 
lending. 

Why doesn’t God do something? 
The misery of the poor is just as obvious. They work and 

work, but their needs are not met. They lack shelter and 
clothes. They cannot afford the very wine they press, the grain 
they harvest, or the olive oil they produce. Their children 
become slaves. Dying, they cry for help, but no help comes. 

Surely God sees all this. But he doesn’t stop it. 
No skeptic or atheist (e.g. David Hume in the 18th cen-

tury or Christopher Hitchens in the 21st) has written a stronger 
accusation against God than Job. In his own case: grief, loss, 
pain, sickness, and rejection; all around him injustice, suffer-
ing, and death. I’m glad this honest realism is in the Bible. As 
I read the book, I find myself longing, like Job, for answers. I 
find myself longing for God. 

SONG: The Cry of the Poor (The Lord hears the cry of 
the poor. Blessed be the Lord.) 

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father in Heaven, I pray  
for your kingdom to come on earth. Make me a citizen  
and servant of that kingdom. 

—Phil Smith 
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Wednesday 
March 2 And God Is Silent 

BIBLE READING: Job 23:1-12 
Why won’t you answer me? Where are you?  

The worst of Job’s suffering is not his financial losses, 
his bodily pain, his grief over dead children, his feelings of 
helplessness, and not even his anguish over the injustice of all 
these things. The worst part is that God seems to have left 
him. Job believes that God is there, that God knows all about 
Job’s situation (v. 10), but he doesn’t feel God’s presence. 

Saint John of the Cross (1542-1591) coined the phrase, 
“the dark night of the soul,” to describe feelings of loneliness 
and desolation that sometimes come into the spiritual life. 
Early in a person’s spiritual journey, he or she experienced 
happiness and light, accompanied by joyful awareness of 
God’s presence. But now, in the “dark night,” God seems 
absent. Spiritual exercises, such as prayer, worship, and scrip-
ture reading, all seem lifeless. 

What we need to know, according to St. John and many 
other spiritual teachers, is that the “dark night” can be re-
ceived as a gift from God. In divine silence, God purges us of 
our dependence on feelings. Notice that Job says (vv. 11-12) 
that in this time—a time when God seems to have abandoned 
him—he has kept God’s ways.  

God sometimes lets us walk in the dark. It’s scary, and it 
can feel as if we’re all alone. When this happens we must 
follow God’s ways all the more deliberately. In the end, we 
will come through, and we will discover that we have been 
changed. 

SONG: Spirit of God, Descend upon My Heart 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Sometimes, Lord, I feel so 

alone. Though I do not feel you, I trust you. Remake me in 
ways I may not see. 

—Phil Smith 
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Thursday 
March 3 Job’s Integrity 

BIBLE READING: Job 31:35-37 
Job’s friends accused him of secret sin. In their minds, this 
was the only way to explain his suffering. No human being is 
sinless (see 9:2-3), but Job knows he has done nothing to 
deserve what has happened. In the book of Job, this belief is 
called Job’s “integrity.” (Remember Job’s wife: “Are you still 
holding on to your integrity?”) 

In chapter 31, Job defends his integrity to his friends. It 
is an instructive self-inventory. He has avoided lust (vv. 1-4), 
dishonesty (5-8), adultery (9-12), injustice toward servants 
(13-15), lack of concern for the poor (16-20), injustice toward 
the poor (21-23), trust in money (24-25), idolatry (26-28), envy 
(29-30), lack of hospitality (31-32), cover-ups (33-34), and 
injustice toward tenants (38-40). 

Notice that this list reaches beyond things Job did not 
do. He actively cared for the poor; offered hospitality, spoke 
the truth, and more. The claim is not that Job is morally per-
fect (though in the prologue God did say Job was “blameless 
and upright”—1:8), but only that Job does not deserve his 
suffering. 

Job’s integrity finally undermines the logic of his 
friends. People do not always get what they deserve in this 
life. Sometimes we suffer for no good reason that we can see. 

Verse 40: “The words of Job are ended.” The anguished, 
bewildered cry of human suffering (made worse by human 
injustice) asks for an answer. There is an interlude in the 
book, chapters 32-37, in which young Elihu tries to improve 
on the three friends’ arguments. But we pass by Elihu and 
move on to God’s response. 

SONG: Search Me, O God [and know my heart] 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: I live before you, Holy One. 

Direct my path. 
—Phil Smith 
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Friday 
March 4 The No-Answer Answer 

BIBLE READING: Job 38:1-11 
“The Lord answered Job out of the storm.”  

Before I learned to love the book of Job, the ending used 
to bother me greatly. In chapters 38-41, God finally spoke to 
Job, but it seemed to me that God didn’t answer Job’s ques-
tions. Nowhere in these chapters does God explain why he 
allows wicked people to prosper, why innocent children die 
in whirlwinds, why bandits (or bankers) can steal a lifetime of 
accumulated capital (and get away with it), or why good peo-
ple suffer debilitating diseases. I wanted a philosophical 
solution to the problem of evil, and I was disappointed not to 
find one in Job. 

(A side note: there’s nothing wrong with seeking, or 
constructing, a philosophical response to the problem of evil. 
What would you expect me to say? I’m a philosopher. Philoso-
phy is fun. It can be useful. But God’s “no-answer” answer is 
far more profound than run-of-the-mill apologetics.) 

God doesn’t give answers in these chapters; he gives 
himself. In stunningly beautiful poetry, God asks Job ques-
tions—lots of questions—all designed to open Job’s under-
standing/vision of God. 

Job thought he wanted answers. But God changed the 
question in order to give Job what he needed rather than what 
he wanted.  

Besides the sheer beauty of Job’s poetry, this is why I 
love the book. It directs me not to an “answer” (a proposition 
recorded in a treatise). It points me to God. 

SONG: Immortal, Invisible [God Only Wise] 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Eternal God, I do seek to  

understand. But deeper than that desire is my longing  
to worship you. 

—Phil Smith 
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Saturday 
March 5 But Now I Have Seen You 

BIBLE READING: Job 42:1-6 
In verse 6, Job says that he repents. When I was younger, I 
thought of repentance exclusively in terms of repenting from 
sin. So this verse troubled me. A repeated point of the book is 
that Job is not guilty of the sins of which his friends accused 
him. The tension of the book is created by Job’s steadfast 
refusal to abandon his integrity. So why, in the end, does he 
repent? 

Job repents (v. 3) not of sin, but of rash words—of speak-
ing of things he did not understand. 

(Dear friends, notice the irony of our situation. For two 
weeks now you have been reading devotional thoughts writ-
ten by a philosopher. It’s an occupational hazard that philoso-
phers speak of things we don’t understand. Though I love the 
book of Job, perhaps I don’t understand it as much as you or I 
would like. But God is gracious. May he use these words for 
our good.) 

Verse 5: Job had heard of God, but now he has seen God. 
This contrasts propositional knowledge with knowledge by 
experience. I might know on the basis of testimony that Mult-
nomah Falls is beautiful, but it is far better to actually go 
there, feel the mist, see the water, hear the roar, and breathe 
wet air. 

This is the summit of the book of Job, to experience for 
oneself the God who spoke to Job in chapters 38-41. I invite 
you to visit Job again and again. Let this book draw you into 
Job’s suffering, but let it also clear the air between you and the 
One Job saw. 

SONG: Father, I Adore You 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Invisible, Silent,  

Intangible—O God, let me see you, hear you, and  
feel you. Help me to worship. 

—Phil Smith 


