The Peril of Pride #2

“The Best and the Brightest”

Obadiah 3-9

On April 10, 1912, the RMS Titanic, the largest ship ever built at the time, left Southampton, England on her maiden voyage to New York City. The White Star Line had spared no expense in assuring her luxury. A legend even before she sailed, her passengers were a mixture of the world’s wealthiest basking in the elegance of first class accommodations and immigrants from throughout Europe packed into steerage. 

The Titanic was publicized as the safest ship ever built, so safe that she carried only 20 lifeboats—enough to accommodate about half her 2,200 passengers and crew. Since the Titanic was built to be “unsinkable,” her lifeboats were thought necessary only to rescue survivors of other sinking ships. Besides, lifeboats took up valuable deck space. 

Four days into her journey, twenty minutes before midnight on April 14, the Titanic struck an iceberg. Initial responses thought the damage minimal, but soon it became apparent that the collision was fatal as icy water poured into the ship. 

Each passenger was issued a life jacket but only half would find safety in a lifeboat. Life expectancy would be short when exposed to water four degrees below freezing. As the forward portion of the ship sank deeper, passengers scrambled to the stern. In a short time, the ship listed at a seventy-degree angle, sending passengers to an icy death. The great ship slowly slid beneath the waters less than three hours after the collision. The next morning, the liner Carpathia rescued 705 survivors. One thousand five hundred twenty-two passengers and crew were lost.

Before the Titanic left for that fateful voyage, a passenger, Mrs. Albert Caldwell, asked a crewman if the ship really was unsinkable. “God Himself could not sink this ship,” he told her. As we turn to the book of Obadiah, we see that a similar attitude prevailed in Edom. Believing that God Himself could not bring them down, the Edomites were deceived by their pride.
 This prophet told them, in effect, “You’ve got another thing coming!” Thus the peril of pride.

The book of Obadiah is divine revelation about divine judgment.
 And it is a message that needs to be heard today. I agree with Chuck Swindoll when he said,

I fear that, in our hurried pace, we come to Obadiah and, without going to the trouble of examining the background, it falls on deaf ears; we shrug our shoulders and say, “It’s just another one of the strange minor prophets—no wonder they’re minor,” and you go on to Jonah. There’s nothing minor about the message; as a matter of fact, it is potent…it is even severe. It is delivered to people who were proud.


Turn to Obadiah 3-4 (since it only has one chapter, we merely refer to verses),

“The pride of your heart has deceived you, you who live in the clefts of the rocks﻿ and make your home on the heights, you who say to yourself, ‘Who can bring me down to the ground?’ Though you soar like the eagle and make your nest among the stars, from there I will bring you down,” declares the Lord. 

Now move down to verses 8-9,

“In that day,” declares the Lord, “will I not destroy the wise men of Edom, men of understanding in the mountains of Esau? Your warriors, O Teman, will be terrified, and everyone in Esau’s mountains will be cut down in the slaughter.” 


The Edomites thought themselves invincible. In this book of Obadiah, Edom supplies a striking physical illustration of a spiritual principle that is repeated time after time in both Old and New Testaments: “Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted” (Matthew 23:12).
 The prideful person says, “Who can bring me down to the ground? Nobody can touch me, nobody can stand in my way. My plans are laid out, and I will carry out everything I set out to do.” This attitude of self-sufficiency and personal invulnerability is a mark of pride.
 And, as John Stott puts it so well, “Nothing is so nauseating to God than the stench of human pride.”


Last week we considered the beginnings of Edom as a nation, descendants as they were from Esau, the older brother of Jacob. Edom, as we saw, was a mountainous nation southeast of the Dead Sea. During the reigns of Kings Saul, David, and Solomon, Edom chafed under Israelite rule, which they were able to throw off around 750 b.c. For the next century and a half—at least until the Babylonian destruction of Judah in 586 B.C.—Edom flourished economically and enjoyed the high point of its political power. During this same time, the northern kingdom of Israel was conquered and destroyed by the Assyrians; and the southern kingdom of Judah was under increasing pressure, first from the Assyrians and then from the Babylonians. Edom, on the other hand, by means of shrewd diplomacy and cautious political policies managed to avoid getting involved in the aggressive campaigns of the superpowers and, despite the conquests of Assyrians and Babylonians in the areas around Edom, managed to preserve is geographical integrity.


With this as a backdrop, we can see how Edom would be infected with pride. While a healthy sense of national pride can exist, the Edomites crossed the line into sinful arrogance. Their pride was manifested in that they trusted their wisdom, their warriors, and their wealth. They believed they were “the best and the brightest,” not needing God or anybody else. 


In a nation that once proclaimed, “In God We Trust” yet seemingly needs Him less every day, this is a timely message indeed!

They Trusted Their Wisdom


The Edomites trusted their wisdom. In the ancient world, Edom was best known for her wisdom. This dates all the way back to the book of Job, whose principle character lived in Uz—identified in Lamentations 4:21 as the home of the Edomites—and Job’s friend Eliphaz who hailed from Teman in Edom (see Job 2:11 and Jeremiah 49:7).
 The names “Uz” and “Teman” were to that world what “Oxford” and “Cambridge” are to England or “Harvard” and “Yale” are to the United States.


Where did this repute for wisdom and learning come from? To Edom’s bazaars thronged various peoples of the east, who brought with their wares travellers’ tales of learning and lore. It was probably this byproduct of its being a center of trade and travel that gave rise to Edom’s awesome reputation for wisdom.
 This astuteness may also refer to its business and diplomatic shrewdness as much as any academic or philosophical wisdom.
 


They had no interest, however, in building wisdom based on the revelation of God Himself. Their worldly wisdom ruled out any dependence upon God.
 In this way, their wisdom was actually foolishness. As we saw last week, the Edomites were known for not worshipping any god at all. Twice in the Psalms we read, “The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is no God’” (Psalm 14:1; 53:1). Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:27, “God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise…”
Classic preacher G. Campbell Morgan said of the Edomites, 

They were the very embodiment then of practical defiant godlessness, expressing itself in the deification of self, and the conviction that self was sufficient, and that the fortresses which it had made for its own protection were enough to protect it against all opposition.
 

You see, true atheism rarely exists. When one rejects the true God and does not replace Him with another idol, man usually makes himself his god—the “deification of self” as Morgan put it. It is living as if God didn’t exist. 


Solomon—the world’s wisest man in history—tried to discover true meaning in life “under the son,” a phrase that meant without any reference to God. Everywhere he turned Solomon found nothing but futility and frustration. Without God, there is no purpose in life, he concluded. The bottom line, found in Ecclesiastes 12:13, reads, “Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole [duty] of man.” 

Edom did not learn this lesson. They trusted their wisdom, and God used their so-called “wisdom” to bring them down.

They Trusted Their Warriors


Secondly, Edom trusted their warriors. Interestingly enough, though the Edomites boasted of their military might, history records no great battles ever won by the nation of Edom. Their only “victories” (if you want to call them that) came as they mopped up the leftovers of another army’s triumph, as they did to Jerusalem following the Babylonian destruction. 


Edom’s pride was grounded in its geographical location “on the heights,” from which it drew its sense of security and self-sufficiency. Obadiah makes much of the physical geography of Edom,
 and we do well to be familiar with it. 


According to the NIV Archaeological Study Bible, the region of Edom boasts numerous mountains from 4,000 to 5,700 feet in height. Many Edomite dwellings were cut into the faces of these high, craggy mountains. Some such ancient homes are still visible today.


Edom’s arrogance is reflected in Obadiah 3, “The pride of your heart has deceived you, you who live in the clefts of the rocks﻿ and make your home on the heights, you who say to yourself, ‘Who can bring me down to the ground?’” The Hebrew word transalted “rocks,” sela’, does not refer merely to the rugged terrain of Edom in general but alludes specifically to Sela, Edom’s capital, which was situated on the high plateau of Umm el-Biyara. This formidable rock mass could be ascended only from the southeast, the other faces consisting of perpendicular cliff-walls. Perched on the top of this natural fortress, the Edomites assimilated from their habitat a superior attitude of impregnability, which represented a defiant challenge: “Who can bring me down to earth?”
 (The well-known city of Petra was built on this same site some 200 years after Obadiah, in the 4th century B.C.)


Edom’s military might, then, was more defensive the offensive. They relied on their natural resources and political alliances with stronger nations for their security, which turned out to be false security. As we will see in a later message, Edom’s allies (called “friends” in verse seven) would turn against them, and, just like the “unsinkable” Titanic sunk in less than three hours, so the “unbeatable” Edomites would be laid low. Just a few years after Jesus’ death, the Romans came in and destroyed the cities of Edom and captured this “impregnable” fortress. It has been in ruins ever since.


So-called “superpowers” have risen throughout history. Egypt, Babylon, Assyria, Persia, Greece, and Rome dominated the ancient world. France and Germany shared the world stage for a time before the great British Empire emerged. In the twentieth century, the United States and the Soviet Union vied for supremacy in military might. The Soviet Union no longer threatens the free world, but Russia is slowly rising in power once again.


When any nation trusts in their warriors for their security, they are in danger. As Proverbs 16:18 warns, “Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall.” 
They Trusted Their Wealth


Third, the Edomites trusted their wealth. As previously noted, Edom enjoyed economic prosperity for the century and a half before Jersualem’s fall to Babylon. But, like their military might, little of Edom’s wealth came from their own resources and labor. True, there were some natural resources present, such as copper, iron, and other minerals, but most of their wealth came from imposing tolls and taxes on the caravan trade that ran through their country.
 John Phillips describes their “industry”:

The Edomites were middlemen between the Arabs and the Phoenicians. Holding a sword over the harbors of the gulf of Aqaba, the masters of Edom levied tribute on the Tarshish [modern day Spain] ships bearing the gold of Ophir. Sitting astride the roads that ran from Damascus to Memphis, Edom’s customs agents halted merchant caravans from Arabia, Persia, the distant East, Egypt, Tyre, and far-off Greece. Either the traders paid taxes or forfeited everything. Thus the Edomites filled their caves with the wealth of both East and West.


Obadiah predicted that Edom’s wealth would be plundered, to the point that nothing would be left (similar to Jerusalem’s condition after the Babylonians were done destroying it). We read in Obadiah 5-6,

If thieves came to you, if robbers in the night—oh, what a disaster awaits you—would they not steal only as much as they wanted? If grape pickers came to you, would they not leave a few grapes? But how Esau will be ransacked, his hidden treasures pillaged! 

Their wealth would be no more. Unlike ordinary thieves, their plunderers would take everything they could find, and unlike grape harvesters, they would leave nothing behind for others. This would be the end of Edom and its boasted wealth.


Trusting in wealth is quite literally fool’s gold. The Bible warns time and time again against the transitory nature of material wealth. As we saw last week in the parable of the rich farmer in Luke 12, a lifetime of gathering wealth will be reduced to nothing at the moment of death. And, remember, you’ll never see a hearse pulling a U-Haul! You can’t take it with you. 
No wonder Paul writes in 1 Timothy 6:6-10 and 17-19,

But godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that. People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs. 

Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. Command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share. In this way they will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so that they may take hold of the life that is truly life.

Edom boasted of the best and the brightest, but God brought them down to the ground. They trusted in their wisdom, their warriors, and their wealth, yet in the end none of these could save them from the hand of God. If Obadiah’s proph​ecy tells us anything, it is that those who are proud will fall, those who exalt themselves will be humbled by God, those who trust in their own strength and might will eventu​ally come crashing down.


We don’t have to stretch our imaginations too far to see the application here. We can all think of contemporary Edomites where deification of self leads to pride. We call the “Americans.” Arrogance rules their lives. They are materialists whose security is in human wisdom, power, and wealth. These are the practical atheists who simply live as if God does not exist. Accountable to no one but themselves, they worship at the shrine of humanism. There are no rules except those they set to control others. People are manipulated as things; accumulated accomplishments of success are touted as the meaning of life. These are the truly dangerous people—the real enemies of God.


We must all beware, however, of the subtle sin of pride in our own lives. As long as life is going well, we are tempted to trust in ourselves instead of in God. Pride always comes before a fall. If we insist on our own greatness, we eventually will have to be cut down to size, because we were created to be dependent on our Creator. If we think we have it all together, we could not be more wrong—and the sooner we learn it the better. That is why God tells us, “If you will humble yourself under my mighty hand, I will exalt you. But if you exalt yourself, I will humble you.”


I believe a fitting conclusion to his message comes from Obadiah’s contemporary, Jeremiah, who wrote in Jeremiah 9:23-24,

This is what the Lord says: “Let not the wise man boast of his wisdom or the strong man boast of his strength or the rich man boast of his riches, but let him who boasts boast about this: that he understands and knows me, that I am the Lord, who exercises kindness, justice and righteousness on earth, for in these I delight,” declares the Lord. 


May we all take this lesson to heart.
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