
"On the day that you stood aloof, on the day that strangers carried off his wealth and foreigners
entered his gates and cast lots for Jerusalem, you were like one of them." (Obadiah 11, ESV)
The shortest book in the Old Testament, Obadiah declares God's judgment on Israel's
southern neighbor, the nation of Edom. As you'll see below, those who wonder if a book
written to a nation that doesn't even exist anymore could possibly be relevant today do not
need to look any further than this week's news to see the same issues addressing our nation
as addressed ancient Edom.
1. Do not Stand Aloof - On Friday, former President Bush spoke out against the dangers of
American isolationism, quoting Churchill: "One cannot rise to be in many ways the leading
community in the civilized world without being involved in its problems, without being
convulsed by its agonies and inspired by its causes." Faced with the choice of helping other
nations in their time of need, or standing back and minding our own business, what should
we do? The book is written to a nation about national actions and national judgment, so it is
appropriate first to make applications to our own nation. Yet the issue is much more than a
national dilemma, it is a personal, moral stand we take each day. Each of us choose how much
to keep to ourselves and how much to step outside our comfort zone and help others in need.
"On the day that you stood aloof," the Lord says, "you were like one of" our attackers, you
might as well have done it yourself! The principle of "doing no harm" is not enough. If we see
an opportunity to help our neighbor in their most desperate time of need, we have a moral
responsibility to help (cf. Ja. 4:17). Consider the "good Samaritan" of Jesus' parable (Lu.
10:25-37). If the Samaritan felt he had no responsibility beyond "do no harm," he may have
walked on by the injured man, like the priest and the Levite before him. God commands us to
order our responses by compassion (Col. 3:12), teaching us that to honor God is to value those
"made in the likeness of God" (Ja. 3:9-10; Mal. 2:10; Gen. 9:6). Standing aloof — individually
or as a nation — is the opposite of the Golden Rule that "is the essense of the law and the
prophets" — that we should do to others as we would want done to us (Mt. 7:12). The rest of
Obadiah makes clear that the Golden Rule is not an abstract moral guideline, but a standard
of judgment. You may someday find that "as you have done, it shall be done to you; your
deeds shall return on your own head" (Obad. 15)!
2. Do Not Be Proud - Edom's sins began where most sins begin, with their pride. The more
we grow secure in our own strength and wisdom, the more we follow our own counsel rather
than submitting to the Lords authority. The more we prioritize ourselves, the less concern we
place on our neighbor's wellbeing. Edom was known for its inhospitable terrain and cities
built into cliffs — great military advantages. Yet the Lord declares, "The pride of your heart has
deceived you, you who live in the clefts of the rock, in your lofty dwelling, who say in your
heart, 'Who will bring me down to the ground?' Though you soar aloft like the eagle, though
your nest is set among the stars, from there I will bring you down" (Ob 3–4). If "pride goes
before destruction" (Prov. 16:18), Edom's arrogance set them up for a great fall.What about
us? Where their national confidence came from their geographic advantages and stockpiles of
wealth, American pride and security rests in our military strength, robust economy, and
historical success. If we trust in our strength without humbly seeking the Lord, we are no more
secure than they were. "Unless the Lord watches over the city, the watchman stays awake in
vain" (Ps 127:1). Ultimately, it is righteousness that "exalts a nation" (Prov. 13:34). As
individuals, we must learn the hard lesson of putting ourselves at the lowest seat at the table,
that the Lord may invite us to sit with him (Lu. 14:8-10).
3.Why Not? God’s Sovereign Judgment - The Lord reigns over all the nations still, and to
the point that Amos can ask (rhetorically) whether any city could fall without the Lord causing
it (Amos 3:6). Obadiah ends with the declaration that “the kingdom will be the Lord’s” (v. 21).
That is, the Lord will always be on the throne, with authority over the nations. Obadiah shows
that God is not only concerned about Israel. Judgment was the first doctrine to be denied
(Gen. 3:4) so no wonder people continue to deny it today. The Day of the Lord is coming and
all nations will face consequences (v. 15) because God is Lord of all the earth and will reign
with righteousness over it.

"The Vision of Obadiah" - Obadiah
simply means "OneWho Serves the
Lord." It was a common name in Judah,
but we know nothing else about this
prophet. He could have prophecied
during the reign of Jehoram (852-841
BC), when Edom revolted (2 Chron.
21:8-10) or when they attacked Judah
(2 Chron 28:16-19) in the reign of Ahaz
(735-715 BC). Another possibility -
perhaps more likely - is that Obadiah
pronounced judgment on Edom for
standing aloof (v. 11) and floating on
the day Judah was attacked (vv. 12-14)
by Babylon in 586 BC. The Psalmist who
sat down and wept in exile after these
attacks (“by the waters of Babylon”)
spoke of Edom’s joy as Jerusalem was
destroyed (Ps 137:7). Other passages
from this period speak forcefully
against Edom's attitude toward their
"brother" Israel during the conquest of
Babylon (Lam 4:18–22; Ezek 25:12–14;
35:1–15).
"Concerning Edom" — The strife
between Edom and Israel began in the
womb, as Rebekah carried Esau and
Jacob, the two nations’ forefathers. God
predicted then that these troubles
would continue between the two
nations that came from them, and the
older would serve the younger (Gen.
25:22-23). Edom—sometimes called
Seir (Gen. 32:3; Num. 24:18) — was
such a perpetual enemy that
sometimes in the prophets they
symbolically represent all the "nations"
who opposed Israel (Amos 9:11-12; Ps.
60:9; Is. 34). The Edomites took Judean
land after Jerusalem fell (Stuart).
Archeological evidence points to the
kingdom's destruction by the
Babylonians in the 6th century BC.
Chased from their homeland, by the
time of Christ many of the Edomites
had moved further into Judean territory
and become known as Idumeans (Mk.
3:8). Scholars are unsure how exactly
Edom ceased to exist but certain that it
did — the last clear reference to the
nation is in 667 BC in a Babylonian
document.
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