
Phil Smith

As a philosophy professor at George Fox University in Newberg, 
Oregon, I try to think and write as a Christian. That is, I want my faith 
commitments to inform all my work. Besides writing philosophy books, I 
maintain a blog (storymeaning.blogspot.com) and write novels.

Recently I have been thinking about the virtue of hope. I am convinced 
that Isaiah has much to teach us about hope, and I invite Fruit of the 
Vine readers to consider Isaiah’s prophecies of God’s good future.

Karen and I will welcome our third grandchild early in 2017. The 
picture above shows us with grandson Jakobi at six months old. What a 
handsome kid!

[Sadly Phil’s wife, Karen, passed away in early October, 2016, just as this issue 
was going to press. Remember Phil and his family in your prayers as you enjoy 
his devotionals.]
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Sunday
February 26 A Message for Losers

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 40:1-5

For the next two weeks I invite you to consider the theme of 
hope in Isaiah. In chapters 40—66 the prophet speaks to the 
Jews who have been carried into exile in Babylon. It takes real 
work for us to imagine what exile meant for them: Babylon had 
captured their king, burned the temple, and made slaves of the 
leading citizens. Some Jews were tempted to draw an obvious 
conclusion: the gods of Babylon were stronger than Israel’s God. 
Fortunately, prophets such as Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Isaiah had 
another interpretation of history. The exile came about, they 
said, precisely because Yahweh was supreme over the world. 
Israel suffered exile for her sins, they said.

Beginning in chapter 40 Isaiah announces something new. 
God’s judgment on Israel’s sin is not the whole story. There is 
going to be a stunningly good future for God’s people. They are 
“losers” in the world’s eyes, but God is going to save them.

We hear these words of Isaiah so often that we become 
inured to their shock value. Consider Friedrich Nietzsche, 
nineteenth-century philosopher, who hated Isaiah’s idea. The 
soul of Judaism (and, of course, Christianity), he said, was 
“slave morality.” He was disgusted by a doctrine that pro-
claimed God’s favor for losers. Nietzsche praised the values of 
strong, assertive men who took what they wanted.

Dare I say that there are “Nietzsches” still? The hope Isaiah 
proclaimed confronts us. Will we believe God or “strong” men?

SONG: Beautiful Things (Gungor)
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God of grace, teach me to hope 

in accord with your word.

—Phil Smith
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Monday
February 27 The God Who Promises

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 40:12-18

Television and newspapers show us a world too big for us. 
Terrorists and dictators destroy innocent people. Financial 
decisions made by bureaucrats on one continent grind down 
peasant farmers on another. Civil wars drive millions into 
exile, making immigration policy a hot-button issue for politi-
cians in democracies. Technology and industry have produced 
enormous wealth, so much that six billion people are not in 
any danger of starvation, yet fossil fuels have brought us to the 
brink of climate catastrophe. (And the billion poorest people 
are still one bad harvest from death.)

In such a world despair tempts us. We think: the problems 
are too vast. The trends are too discouraging. There is nothing 
we can do, because the fanatics and generals and corporate 
boards hold power. Even believers in Jesus give in to despair; 
we hope for heaven after we die, because the world is too big.

The problems change, but the solution remains the same. 
Judah’s exiles had just as much reason to despair as we do. 
Pagan Babylon had conquered Jerusalem and burned its tem-
ple. Against despair, Isaiah announced God’s salvation.

Oh, yeah—God. Remember him?
Do we? The God of the Bible created all that we see. He 

is faithful, loving, and holy. The “nations,” the powers of this 
world, are as nothing before him. God is absolutely free, con-
strained by nothing except his holy character. The God who 
created the world can make something new; he can deliver 
Israel in ways they would never have dreamed.

SONG: Immortal, Invisible, God Only Wise
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me to remember who 

you are. Help me to hope.

—Phil Smith
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Tuesday
February 28 Hoping and Waiting

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 40:25-31

I’m not a Hebrew scholar. My friend Howard Macy tells me 
the Hebrew word for hope can also mean, “wait.” It is not sur-
prising that some translations of verse 31 speak of those who 
“hope” in the Lord while others speak of those who “wait” on 
the Lord.

Isaiah announced comfort to the exiles. He grounded 
hope in the power and promise of God. The God who names 
the stars has not forgotten Israel. All of this had to be encour-
aging and hopeful.

But Isaiah does not say when the new thing will happen. 
Even in later chapters, when he actually speaks of Cyrus by 
name, Isaiah does not prophesy in the way people would like. 
His prophecies seem to come true in waves: Cyrus fulfills cer-
tain promises, Jesus’ crucifixion fulfills others, and some prom-
ises of the kingdom are not yet fully realized today. The people 
who received the prophecy could not know which bits would 
be realized in their lifetimes.

Those who hope for the kingdom of God ought to live like 
citizens of that kingdom. In that sense, our hope is something 
we do. But only God can make his promises come true. We do 
not know how much of God’s kingdom will be accomplished in 
our time. Very often, we hope by waiting.

Isaiah says that if we wait (or hope) in the Lord, we will 
renew our strength. Kingdom hope is not mundane hope. 
Temporal defeats do not stop it. Kingdom hope sustains us.

SONG: Great Is Thy Faithfulness
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy One, I hope for your 

kingdom. Even as I wait for the kingdom to come, help me to 
live in righteousness and peace.

—Phil Smith
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Wednesday
March 1 The Servant Israel

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 41:8-16

Isaiah’s prophecy to the exiles in Babylon famously includes 
four passages called “servant songs.” God speaks in the songs 
to the servant. For good reason, Christians believe some of the 
songs prophesy Jesus. It may be a surprise to some Christians, 
then, that this first servant song speaks to the people of Israel 
collectively. To his servant Israel, God says: “I chose you” (v. 9). 
Israel’s whole history as a people depends on that act of God—
Israel’s whole history. The fact that the exiles are “losers” from 
the world’s point of view (v. 14) doesn’t change anything. God 
is going to redeem Israel. God is going to do something new and 
wonderful.

Really? That sounds very nice, but let’s face facts. In an 
agricultural world, Palestine will never support great popula-
tions the way Egypt and Mesopotamia can. Therefore Judah 
will always be a puny country trapped between world empires.

When Cyrus conquered Babylon, he let the exiles re-
turn to Palestine. But that didn’t change Judah’s status much. 
They were one province among many in Persia’s empire. Then 
Alexander’s empire. The Seleucid empire. The Roman empire. 
Servant Israel has to wonder: when do we get to “thresh” the 
mountains (nations) (v. 15)?

We begin to sense mystery hanging over Isaiah’s proph-
ecy. God is doing something new. The fulfillment will not look 
quite like what Israel expects. Christians are used to this idea, 
that the fulfillment comes in a surprising way. Nevertheless, it 
ought to cause us to think.

What surprises does God have yet to reveal?

SONG: Jesus Shall Reign Where’er the Sun
PRAYER SUGGESTION: I will hope in you, even if your 

good future is not what I expect.
—Phil Smith
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Thursday
March 2 New Things

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 42:1-9

The second servant song emphasizes new things God is going 
to do: justice for the nations (vv. 1, 4), light for Gentiles, heal-
ing for the blind, and freedom for captives (vv. 6-7). It seems 
that God’s good future is not only for Israel. God is planning 
something for the whole world. Just as important, the prophecy 
seems to address a “servant” who is an individual: “my chosen 
one, in whom I delight.”

Christian readers have always said the prophecy points to 
Jesus. Jewish interpreters argue that the “servant” may be seen 
as symbol for the nation. Obviously, I side with the Christian 
interpretation. But we must not let debate with our Jewish 
friends obscure the other aspects of newness in this prophecy. 
How does the Servant accomplish God’s purposes?

“He will not shout or cry out…. A bruised reed he will not 
break” (vv. 2-3). The Servant of the Lord brings justice, healing, 
and freedom—but not, it seems, by conquering the nations or 
leading protests in the streets.

Really? Force of arms is the way of the world, isn’t it? 
That’s how empires, ancient or modern, create what they call 
justice or freedom or peace. The Servant of the Lord brings jus-
tice by “faithfulness” (v. 3). That doesn’t really explain much; 
it only hints at a very different way of acting in the world. God 
says he is going to do new things (v. 9).

Mystery shrouds the hope Isaiah offers the exiles. From 
their point of view, it’s not clear just how this is going to hap-
pen. Nevertheless, Isaiah invites them to hope in God.

SONG: Of the Father’s Love Begotten
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Teach me to hope in new things.

—Phil Smith



74

Friday
March 3 The Only God

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 43:8-13

Sometimes it pays to meditate on familiar truths. We say we 
believe in God, and it goes without saying that we mean one 
God. We don’t believe in other gods.

Ancient Israel struggled with the idea of monotheism. 
Every nation had its gods. Most people in most countries were 
broad-minded about it; very often people would worship for-
eign gods along with their own. Conquering kings would in-
stall replicas of their Capitol gods in conquered countries as a 
symbolic reminder of who had power, but they rarely tried to 
abolish worship of the local gods. In exile, the Jews faced the 
question once again. Should they worship the gods of Babylon 
alongside Yahweh?

In chapter 43, Isaiah again prophesies a good future for 
the exiles (vv. 1-7). Then, in the clearest, most emphatic lan-
guage possible, he says that God, no one else, will bring the 
good future (vv. 10-12). There is no other god: uncompromising 
monotheism.

To whom or to what do we look for a good future? Do we 
hope in science, that it will cure our diseases? Do we hope in 
weapons, that they will protect us from terrorists? Do we hope 
in investments, that they will provide for our children? The 
“powers” of this world present themselves as gods, promising 
good things if we will worship them.

Don’t misunderstand my examples. By his cross and 
resurrection, Jesus has conquered the powers. Christians may 
make technology or money serve the kingdom, but we must do 
so as people who worship one God.

SONG: O God, Our Help in Ages Past
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, guard my heart and 

mind. Teach me to hope only in you.
—Phil Smith
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Saturday
March 4 God Will Use the Powers

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 45:1-7

The good future Isaiah prophesied to the exiles began to come 
true when the Persian emperor Cyrus conquered Babylon in 
539 BC. As we read in 2 Chronicles 36:23 (and reported again 
in Ezra 1:2-3), Cyrus decreed that the Jews could go back to 
Jerusalem. Babylon, the empire that had triumphed over 
Assyria, Egypt, Judah, and many other countries was suddenly 
fallen. The world was turned upside down. (See Psalm 126 
“When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion.”)

Isaiah calls Cyrus “the Lord’s anointed.” What? Who? The 
house of David is the Lord’s anointed; everyone knows that. 
Isaiah is not predicting that somehow Cyrus is or will become a 
worshiper of Yahweh. To the contrary: Cyrus does not acknowl-
edge Israel’s God (v. 4).

A secular historian would say that Cyrus decreed the re-
turn of the exiles as a matter of policy. Persian rulers permitted 
and abetted the religions of many conquered lands, as a way to 
keep order. So long as a province didn’t rebel, its people could 
continue to worship their own gods.

Cyrus acted according to Persian policy, but according 
to Isaiah, God used that policy to fulfill his promise. Isaiah’s 
prophecy accords with Bible teaching in other places (see 
Habakkuk 1:5-17). God can use human deeds, even acts of arro-
gance and cruelty, to accomplish his purposes. An unjust cross 
can win our salvation.

Millennia later, we still hope and wait for God’s good fu-
ture. We pray for rulers who do not acknowledge God, knowing 
that God can use the powers of earth for his purposes.

SONG: Hallelujah Chorus (From The Messiah)
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Sovereign Lord, bend the 

“powers” of earth to your ends.

—Phil Smith



“God is absolutely free, 
constrained by nothing 
except his holy character. 
The God who created 
the world can make 
something new.”

—Phil Smith, 
Fruit of the Vine,  
February 27, 2017
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Sunday
March 5 False Hopes

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 47:1-11

Isaiah preaches a complicated message concerning Babylon. 
First, the God of Israel, sovereign over the nations, delivered 
Israel and Judah to Babylon (v. 6). So in one sense it is true 
to say that Babylon served God when it conquered Jerusalem. 
Second, Babylon’s treatment of conquered Judah was cruel 
(v. 6). Third—and this is the main theme of today’s reading—
Babylon’s arrogance was an insult to God (vv. 7-10).

The Babylonian empire (in the mid-sixth century BC) had 
conquered all its foes. No wonder its rulers considered their 
country “the eternal queen” (v. 7). The ruling class of Babylon 
was a confident, hopeful nation: “I am, and there is none be-
sides me. I will never be a widow or suffer the loss of children” 
(v. 8). Of course, the slaves and subject nations probably saw 
things differently.

It is possible to hope in the wrong thing. The Babylonian 
ruling class had strong hope for a wonderful future. They had 
magic (v. 9) and supreme power. Their children were destined 
to rule the world. Such is the deceptive nature of mundane 
hopes based on worldly wisdom.

Isaiah emphatically denounces Babylon’s arrogance and 
complacency. The children and grandchildren of the ruling 
class would grind grain for foreigners (v. 2); they would be ex-
posed to ridicule (v. 3); they would suffer catastrophe (v. 11).

Christians today must constantly remind governments 
that power and “sorcery” are no basis for hope. God is sover-
eign. We look for a kingdom of righteousness, peace, and joy.

SONG: The Solid Rock
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Pray for leaders in your country 

and a neighboring country, that they would find paths of 
peace.

—Phil Smith
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Monday
March 6 Servant Messiah

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 49:1-7

Today’s reading, another “servant song,” is confusing at first. 
On one hand, the servant seems to be Israel in verse 3: “You are 
my servant, Israel, in whom I will display my splendor.” But in 
verse 6 it seems the servant is an individual: “It is too small a 
thing for you to be my servant to restore the tribes of Judah and 
bring back those of Israel I have kept.” How can the servant be 
both Israel and the Messiah who saves Israel?

Then we remember that in the Bible, names often apply 
to individuals and groups. Jacob/Israel was a man, but when 
later prophets say, “O Jacob” or “O Israel,” they address the 
people. In a similar way, the “servant” of Isaiah’s prophecy is 
not only the Messiah, but the Messiah’s people.

Notice! Isaiah prophesies that the servant’s people will 
not be limited to Israel. God’s servant will be a light to the 
Gentiles. God will bring salvation to the whole earth.

What could Jerusalem’s exiles make of such a prophecy? 
Isaiah has said that God would redeem them from captivity, but 
now he goes much further. The servant will bring salvation to 
the ends of the earth. We who live in the light of Messiah Jesus 
have some understanding of how this prophecy will be ful-
filled. But it might have been incomprehensible to the exiles.

We are reminded to be humble. Aspects of Isaiah’s proph-
ecy may be incomprehensible to us. We pray and hope for the 
kingdom of God, not knowing exactly how it will come.

SONG: And Can It Be?
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Praise and glory be to the 

servant of God, the Light for gentiles.

—Phil Smith
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Tuesday
March 7 The Suffering Servant

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 52:13—53:12

We read this astonishing prophecy every year. Is it possible that 
we become overfamiliar with it? I sometimes ask college stu-
dents to explain why Good Friday is called “good.” Often they 
are baffled. Easter is good, but Good Friday?

How would you save the world, if it were up to you? How 
do fantasy heroes save the world? Make a list: the superhero, 
the super spy, the super sleuth, and so on: we have lots of fan-
tasy saviors.

The Servant, Isaiah says in chapter 49, will not only save 
Judah; he will bring light to the ends of the earth. In chapter 42, 
he says the Servant will not shout or cry out or break bruised 
reeds. (Very unlike our comic book heroes.) The Servant will 
bring God’s salvation in ways no one would have expected. In 
today’s reading, Isaiah goes further. The Servant suffers. In fact, 
it is through the Servant’s sorrows and rejection that he wins.

The Servant suffers for us. His wounds bring us peace 
and healing. The guilt and punishment of our sins are placed 
on him. The Servant is killed, not for any crime he committed; 
he is unjustly murdered. All this, Isaiah says, is God’s plan. The 
Servant dies—but he wins (vv. 11-12).

Domination and violence promise (falsely) to save us 
from our enemies. The Servant of God saves us by letting us 
kill him. (Make no mistake: we all participated in the murder 
of the Servant.) We hope for the kingdom that comes from him.

SONG: Turn Your Eyes upon Jesus
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy God, I confess: I believe 

Jesus died for me, including me in your kingdom.

—Phil Smith
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Wednesday
March 8 Good News for Outsiders

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 56:1-8

If God is doing a new thing, who gets in? Who is excluded? 
Beware of easy answers!

Consider Nehemiah and Ezra, leaders of the community 
of exiles after they returned to Jerusalem. Nehemiah and Ezra 
had to be aware of Isaiah’s prophecy. But when they were 
faced with the question of mixed marriages between Jews and 
Gentiles, they ordered faithful Jews to divorce their wives. (See 
Nehemiah 13:23-27 and Ezra 10:1-10.) Nehemiah and Ezra 
wanted to be faithful to the law of God; in their minds, God’s 
promises were for Jews only. They probably worried that the 
tiny restoration community could lose its identity through as-
similation. Nehemiah noted that some of the children couldn’t 
even speak Hebrew.

Against this, Isaiah says that God will include foreigners 
in his good future. We should not close our eyes to the conflict 
between Ezra’s view of the law and Isaiah’s prophecy of hope. 
It’s pretty clear that Jesus sided with Isaiah. Compare Isaiah 
56:7 with Mark 11:17.

What about eunuchs? What good future—what hope—is 
there for men who cannot have children? Isaiah says even eu-
nuchs will participate in God’s future. He doesn’t say exactly 
how—what is an “everlasting name” (v. 5)? Mystery shrouds the 
promise, but Isaiah specifically encourages eunuchs to hope.

Are you an outsider? Perhaps you feel like you don’t 
“speak Hebrew.” You don’t know church talk. You feel like you 
don’t belong.

Perhaps you know folk who feel like outsiders. Isaiah em-
phatically says that God’s good future includes outsiders.

SONG: You Have Me (Gungor)
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Spirit, help me to believe 

that you accept outsiders, including me.
—Phil Smith
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Thursday
March 9 Hope and Obedience

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 58:1-10

The people of God look forward to God’s good future. For the 
exiles in Babylon, that meant return to Jerusalem. It also meant 
the coming of Messiah, a surprising Messiah who suffers. It 
meant the inclusion of foreigners and eunuchs, outsiders to the 
covenant.

Isaiah’s message to the exiles is not all hope and glory. Yes, 
God is going to do great things for them. But God has a harsh 
word to say about their practice of religion. In exile, deprived of 
the temple, they can’t offer sacrifices on the altar, but they can 
observe feasts and fasts. They can pray. They can plead with 
God for deliverance from oppression. They have abandoned 
the idols of their forefathers, and they refuse to worship the 
gods of Babylon. In short, the exiles have been worshiping God 
as best they can. So why hasn’t God answered their prayers?

Isaiah’s answer: Worship is not merely fasts, feasts, or 
prayers. Real worship must include obedience. In particular, 
there must be economic justice (vv. 6-7). You can’t worship 
God while grinding down the poor or ignoring the hungry and 
homeless.

Christians living millennia later believe that in Jesus, 
God, has fulfilled and is fulfilling his promises. We don’t un-
derstand it all; there is still some mystery as to how the Servant 
of Yahweh will establish the kingdom. But it is clear that Jesus 
reaffirmed Isaiah’s message of obedience. In his story of the 
sheep and the goats (Matthew 25:31-46) Jesus said that the way 
we treat poor people is the way we treat him.

SONG: Trust and Obey
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, teach me hope and 

obedience.

—Phil Smith
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Friday
March 10 The “Year” of Hope

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 61:1-11

When he began his ministry in Galilee, Jesus read from today’s 
passage in Isaiah (Luke 4:14-21). Then he said, “Today this 
scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”

The Luke passage only quotes verse 1 and the first phrase 
of verse 2, leaving off before “the day of vengeance of our God.” 
It’s possible that Jesus only meant to claim that he fulfilled 
the particular lines he read. Often, though, when the New 
Testament quotes a snippet of the Old Testament the author 
means to refer to the wider context of the quotation. If that is 
the case here, we should understand Jesus to say that the whole 
“year of the Lord’s favor” is fulfilled in him.

Theologians use the phrase “already and not yet” to de-
scribe the announcement of the kingdom of God in the New 
Testament. Already: The kingdom appeared in first-century 
Palestine when people believed Jesus’ preaching. Already: 
Jesus’ death on a cross defeated sin for all his people.  
Already: Jesus rose from the dead. Not yet: the kingdoms of this 
world still practice injustice. Not yet: Jesus has not yet returned 
in glory.

Chapter 61 helps us imagine the good future of God with 
words and phrases like “good news,” “freedom and release,” 
“a crown of beauty,” “a planting of the Lord,” “everlasting joy,” 
“justice,” “a people the Lord has blessed,” and “a robe of right-
eousness.” The year of the Lord is already here, because Jesus 
has come. We hope for the year of the Lord, because Jesus will 
come again.

SONG: Beauty for Ashes
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, I do not hope in the 

kingdoms of earth. Let your kingdom come.

—Phil Smith



83

Saturday
March 11 The Holy Mountain

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 65:17-25

How do we imagine heaven? Sadly, many Christians’ picture 
of God’s rule mirrors pathetic images from popular culture: in-
sipid angels floating on clouds and strumming harps. Heaven 
sounds pretty boring.

We should pay more attention to real Bible images of 
heaven. In Revelation, the New Jerusalem is a glorious city, and 
it is part of “a new heaven and new earth.” Today’s reading 
gives us another picture: the holy mountain.

The future of God is anything but boring. In Isaiah’s image 
of the future we build houses and plant gardens. Everyone 
has such wonderful health that no one dies young. (The New 
Testament repeatedly and explicitly promises everlasting life 
to Jesus’ people, a promise greater than long life. See 2 Peter 
1:10-12.)

Isaiah emphasizes how surprising the new creation will 
be. On the holy mountain peace comes to the whole creation: 
wolves and lambs, lions and oxen. Such images inspired the 
nineteenth-century Quaker painter Edward Hicks, who made 
more than sixty versions of The Peaceable Kingdom. Hicks’s 
paintings give us one man’s imaginative entry into a new earth.

Remember that God is a trinity. The Father, Son, and 
Spirit love each other so perfectly that we truly say the three 
persons are one being. As three persons, God is infinite, active 
love—and never static. God calls us to a life of infinite love.

Nothing against harps or harpists—but we ought to reflect 
on the Bible pictures of the holy mountain and New Jerusalem. 
If we do, we’ll find our hope growing.

SONG: We’re Marching to Zion
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy One of Israel, help me to 

live as a child destined for the holy mountain.

—Phil Smith


