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personal from John W. Ritenbaugh

This article connects loosely to last month’s article,
which showed that drawing upon God’s power is an
option available to all of His children. In fact, we will
not grow and overcome as He desires without draw-
ing on that power. The natural man can make great
progress regarding change, but unless God is involved,
all his effort will not be aimed toward the same goals
God desires when He motivates those changes. With-
out God’s involvement, a person’s labors are essen-
tially vain.

The previous article ended in II Peter 2:5-9, where
the apostle urges us to consider soberly what biblical
history records happened to those angels and men
who sinned grievously and failed to repent. He re-
minds us that God knows how to deliver the godly out
of temptations, if they will submit to Him in faith.

II Peter 1:5-11 has a similar but more positive and
encouraging flavor, explaining that, if we keep moving
forward step by step, adding to former growth, we will
never fall, and God will supply us entrance into His
Kingdom. Peter’s writings abound with heartening
exhortations to keep going forward, indicating that
standing still is not an option—at least for very long!
For, if we are not moving forward, the world’s influ-
ence will most certainly sweep us backward.

But where does a person go from this point to avoid
sliding into the same spiritually weak condition as the
negative examples shown in the book of Hebrews?
Isaiah and Amos supply the answer, clearly declaring

the responsibility of each one who has made the
covenant with God. Isaiah 55:6-7 reads:

Seek the LORD while He may be found, call upon
Him while He is near. Let the wicked forsake his
way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts; let
him return to the LORD, and He will have mercy
on Him; and to our God, for He will abundantly
pardon.

“Seek Him” and “return” suggest a relationship
that had badly deteriorated. Particularly addressed to
those living in Joseph, Amos 5:1-6, 8-9, 14-15 adds
greater breadth:

Hear this word which I take up against you, a
lamentation, O house of Israel: “The virgin of
Israel has fallen; she will rise no more. She lies
forsaken on her land; there is no one to raise her
up. For thus says the Lord GOD: ‘The city that
goes out by a thousand shall have a hundred left,
and that which goes out by a hundred shall have
ten left to the house of Israel.’

“For thus says the LORD to the house of Israel:
‘Seek Me and live; but do not seek Bethel, nor
enter Gilgal, nor pass over to Beersheba; for
Gilgal shall surely go into captivity, and Bethel
shall come to nothing. Seek the LORD and live,

Part One: Our Biggest Problem
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lest He break out like fire in the house of Joseph,
and devour it, with no one to quench it in Bethel. . . .
He made the Pleiades and Orion; He turns the
shadow of death into morning and makes the day
dark as night; He calls for the waters of the sea and
pours them out on the face of the earth; the LORD

is His name. He rains ruin upon the strong, so that
fury comes upon the fortress. . . .

“‘Seek good and not evil, that you may live; so the
LORD God of hosts will be with you, as you have
spoken. Hate evil, love good; establish justice in the
gate. It may be that the LORD God of hosts will be
gracious to the remnant of Joseph.’”

When Does Seeking God Begin?
Note something of considerable importance to church
members: Both Isaiah and Amos addressed their coun-
sel to people who had already made a covenant with
God. Why? Because these Israelites were in serious
spiritual trouble within the relationship that the covenant
created. These are stern exhortations for them to get on
the ball.

A second but not readily apparent reason why these
warnings are important to us is that seeking after God
truly does not begin until after He reveals Himself to us
and we make the covenant with Him. Many do not
realize that seeking God is the main occupation for a
Christian during the sanctification process. Amos is
clear regarding this.

God warns how devastating the coming perilous times
will be, then He counsels us to seek the help of One far
greater—our Creator and Ruler. Finally, He urges us to
turn our everyday conduct to seeking to do good, show-
ing care for God and His people.

Amos is not charging the Israelites to seek God in
order to find Him because, at the very least, they were
acquainted with Him, having already made the covenant
with Him. However, that He charges them with seeking
Him reveals that despite making the covenant, what they
knew about Him had not been translated into everyday
living or being like Him. This indicates that they were just
drifting along with the times.

Four times in Amos 5, he urges them to seek God, and
two of those times, he adds, “that you may live.” This
thought ties directly into John 17:3, which indicates that,
more than being just endless existence, eternal life is a
quality of life. As we proceed, we will see that they were
being exhorted to seek God because, despite having
made the covenant, they had stopped seeking Him, and
the effect of stopping was their poor spiritual condition
and subsequently, their imminent destruction at the hand
of the Assyrians.

Notice in the New Testament how the apostle Paul
amplifies the charge to seek God:

Or do you despise the riches of His goodness,
forbearance, and longsuffering, not knowing that
the goodness of God leads you to repentance? But
in accordance with your hardness and your impeni-
tent heart you are treasuring up for yourself wrath
in the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous
judgment of God, who “will render to each one
according to his deeds”: eternal life to those who by
patient continuance in doing good seek for glory,
honor, and immortality; but to those who are self-
seeking and do not obey the truth, but obey unrigh-
teousness—indignation and wrath, tribulation and
anguish, on every soul of man who does evil, of the
Jew first and also of the Greek. . . . (Romans 2:4-9)

This is a stern warning to the church that we must
continue to seek God and His way after He has led us to
repentance. We cannot rest on what we know of Him
and practice when we are just baptized. What will
happen if we maintain a shallow knowledge of Him,
demonstrating that He is unimportant to us?

Consider the Purpose-Driven Church movement cap-
tivating the minds of many today. They think that God is
highly interested, among other things, in membership
increases and large church incomes. In addition, they
believe they are to create a Kingdom of God on earth
through doing good deeds, which are to work in tandem
with the political forces of this world. They feel that God
desires tolerance for the sake of unity regardless of truth,
and hold that Christ’s Word is no better than that of
psychologists and philosophers. They seem to be headed
in lock-step toward the man-devised New World Order,
not the Kingdom established by God at Christ’s return.
Why do they do these things? Because of what they
believe about God.

What about the Catholic Church’s belief about God?
Its adherents believe, among other things, in a God who
promotes heaven as the reward of the saved. They hold
that Christ did it all for us, and that Purgatory will take
care of any leftover moral and spiritual deficiencies.
They suppose that they are the Kingdom of God on earth,
and that their leader stands in the place of Christ.
Therefore, they, too, seek temporal power, being deeply
involved in the politics and conflicts of this world. Their
belief system is responsible for the Crusades and the
Inquisition, which took millions of lives.

How much different is that from what Muslims are
doing now? Muslims believe in a god who orders them to
kill all non-Muslims who will not convert, and who wants
parents to train their children to blow to pieces them-
selves and many others in order to attain Paradise and a

personal Seeking God
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reward of seventy virgin beauties.
These brief illustrations should help to clarify the prin-

ciple. At the foundation of the practices of these three
groups is the belief that their god requires these things of
them. They respond as they do because they want to
please their god. This principle is at work in us too.

Belief, the Foundation of Conduct
This principle is true for all cultures and individuals on
earth. Conduct is motivated by a person’s conceptions or
misconceptions of his god. It is vital that one’s conception
of God be as close as possible to what is absolutely true of
Him. This truth is as important to religion as the founda-
tion is of a building. If the foundation is not as it should
be, the whole building is in danger of collapse. A poor
perception of what God is truly like can potentially be the
source of serious misdirection in an individual’s life.

In the early fall of 2006, The Charlotte Observer
published the results of an extensive survey of the
American public on what their perception of God is.
Baylor University in Waco, Texas, organized the survey,
the most comprehensive of this sort in American reli-
gious history. Gallup conducted the actual poll, asking
1,721 people a total of 77 questions with 400 answer
choices.

The title of the newspaper article, “The Four Gods of
America,” ought to key us in to the findings. It begins,
“The United States calls itself a nation under God, but
Americans don’t all have the same image of the Al-
mighty in mind.” The article reveals the mass confusion
that exists in the U.S. on this subject.

Though 91.8% of Americans claim to believe in God,
most of these are woefully ignorant of what the Bible
says. This disparity occurs because they are not truly
seeking God through the words of the Book He had
written about Himself; they make things up as they go
through life’s experiences. The survey discloses that
some of their perceptions are indeed extracted from the
Bible, but others are based on movies, TV, books (includ-
ing fiction works), dreams, visions, and information from
friends. The survey emphasizes that concepts gleaned
from the paranormal are immensely popular.

In its analysis, the Baylor University group titled the
four gods as “the Authoritarian God,” “the Benevolent
God,” “the Critical God,” and “the Distant God.” In any
given situation, the true God is all four of these and much
more! These terms are quite broad, giving people great
leeway in guessing what they think God will do in any
given situation. In reality, the terms are extremely vague,
indicating no other specific characteristics.

Compare these vague descriptors with the concept of
God that Abraham had, a man who had a vibrant,
dynamic relationship with God:

And not being weak in faith, he did not consider his
own body, already dead (since he was about a
hundred years old), and the deadness of Sarah’s
womb. He did not waver at the promise of God
through unbelief, but was strengthened in faith,
giving glory to God, and being fully convinced that
what He had promised He was also able to per-
form. (Romans 4:19-21)

By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up
Isaac, and he who had received the promises
offered up his only begotten son, of whom it was
said, “In Isaac your seed shall be called,” conclud-
ing that God was able to raise him up, even from the
dead, from which he also received him in a figura-
tive sense. (Hebrews 11:17-19)

There was nothing vague about God to Abraham. His
relationship with God was of such intimacy that he
thoroughly understood His character and purpose. He
knew that he could trust God to act and react within clear
parameters. Abraham added up what he knew about
God and about His promise that Isaac was the promised
seed, reached a conclusion, and acted. He knew God
would have either to resurrect Isaac or to provide a
substitute. He chose to trust the One he knew has the
power and is faithful.

What if, like most Americans, Abraham had just
guessed, based upon vague remembrances of a Sunday
school class, movies, fiction works, and paranormal
inspirations? We can assume that he would have wor-
shipped the idols of his father Terah. A right concept of
God is a Christian necessity because a wrong notion of
Him is the very foundation, the starting point, for idola-
try. In brief, the essence of idolatry is the entertainment
of thoughts about God that are unworthy of Him.

God makes this clear at Mount Sinai after making the
covenant with Israel and giving them His law. In Exodus
32, Aaron, confronted by the sinful pressure of his peers,
became carried away and made a stupid Golden Calf to
rescue them from their perceived dilemma. Aaron and
the Israelites revealed that their false concepts of God
remained. God had the idol immediately destroyed.
Israel sinned in attempting to determine the nature of
God based on their own reasoning, and many died in a
punishing demonstration of the true God’s wrath at this
egregious sin.

The Israelites of today are still at it, as this discourag-
ing survey reveals; modern Israelites are fantasizing
about God. The idolater simply imagines a conception of
God and then acts as though his conceptions are true. He
is deceived and certainly does not know the true God as
Abraham did.

God seeks out those with whom He desires to make
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the covenant. At that time, all they understand about Him
is in broad terms. They are then to seek Him out to know
Him more precisely. Those who make the New Cov-
enant with God are required to seek out intimate details
regarding His nature, purpose, and character.

Seeking a Truer Conception of God
Besides being powerful, what is God like? What are His
attributes? What is His character in any given situation?
What does it take to please Him? How may we glorify
Him? How can we become like Him? How can we show
Him love and glorify Him? How does He live His life?

The last question is not unimportant. Ezekiel 33:10-11
charges us with an interesting responsibility:

Therefore you, O son of man, say to the house of
Israel: “Thus you say, ‘If our transgressions and
our sins lie upon us, and we pine away in them, how
can we then live?’” “Say to them, ‘As I live,’ says
the Lord GOD, ‘I have no pleasure in the death of
the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way
and live. Turn, turn from your evil ways! For why
should you die, O house of Israel?’”

The Old Testament was written without punctuation
of any kind, and in fact, punctuation was not added until
about 1,200 years after Ezekiel wrote this. As God’s
answer to the question of verse 10, verse 11 would read
better if a period followed the words “Lord GOD.” He
replies that we should live as He would live if He were
a man—sinlessly. When Jesus came as a man, He did
exactly that.

Jesus declares in John 17:3, “And this is eternal life,
that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus
Christ whom You have sent.” A key to understanding
Jesus’ intent is to grasp His use of the word “eternal.”
We normally think of it as an endless length of time.
However, William Barclay’s commentary on this verse
contains a simple and meaningful difference of opinion
with that concept. Barclay contends that Jesus is speak-
ing of something very good, one to be much desired.
Living forever is not necessarily good unless the quality
of life is also good. Therefore, “eternal” describes the
quality of life God lives endlessly. Knowing God and
being able to follow His example are vital to our living as
He does. Jesus implies that, if one truly knows God, he
will also live that way as an effect of his intimate
relationship with God.

Yet, truly coming to know God creates one of the
more difficult and continuous problems for church mem-
bers. In fact, one commentator called it the church’s
biggest problem, and Romans 11:33 seems to confirm
this. “Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and

knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgment
and His ways past finding out!” Paul says plainly that the
full depth of God’s wisdom and knowledge are
unsearchable and past finding out. We can indeed
find out a great deal if we are devoted to seeking Him,
an endeavor that requires thorough searching, evaluat-
ing, and adjusting of our conceptions. Certainly difficult,
but not impossible!

Nevertheless, we must still seek Him, since this verse
suggests that we can indeed learn much. It helps that
God desires us to know Him, so He is willing to reveal
Himself further. However, so many opinions, concep-
tions, and misconceptions about Him exist that a unity of
true belief and understanding of Him is difficult to reach.

My concept of God is surely not perfect, but this I
know: The foundation for my understanding of God
began a few years before I was converted. My search
was jump-started by reading a small book written by the
main translator of the Phillips’ translation of the New
Testament, J.B. Phillips. This little book of less than a
hundred pages, titled Your God Is Too Small, stirred my
imagination as never before, laying a foundation for my
conversion a few years later.

The book has long since disappeared from my library,
but in it, Phillips complains that people visualize, in most
cases, a one-dimensional God. There are those who see
Him as the Resident Policeman. Many, he says, per-
ceive God as a kindly, soft-touch Big Grandfather in
the Sky, some, as the Absentee Landlord, and others, as
the Disinterested Professor. Many of those remaining
believe in His existence, but their concept is so vague as
to amount to nothing more than the Eternal Ethereal
Nothingness.

He mentions a few more misconceptions that I have
forgotten, but his general theme lodged in my mind.
Between reading that book and my conversion, I contin-
ued to seek out a firmer conception of God, but without
doubt, most of the basic concepts about the true God
came through the teachings of Herbert Armstrong a few
years later.

Though I have been thinking about this subject longer
than I have been in the church, this process is not unique
to me. It happens to most of us. I have learned through
nearly fifty years in the church that developing a more
concrete and truer sense of what God Himself is like is
a continuously evolving process.

God Reveals Himself
In Psalm 10:4, David delineates a significant difference
between the godly and ungodly: “The wicked in his proud
countenance does not seek God; God is in none of his
thoughts.” The distinction lies in the way and how often
each thinks about God. The fundamental differences are

personal Seeking God
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The gist of the prophecy is actually a curse, predict-
ing that Esau’s descendants would dwell away from
fertile lands and plentiful rainfall, live in near-con-
stant conflict, and serve Jacob’s offspring except in
infrequent instances of rebellion. It is no wonder that
Esau’s hatred for his younger brother burned so
intensely.

Since Jacob would inherit the patriarchy from
Isaac upon their father’s death, Esau chose to move
away to another land rather than chafe under his
brother’s future headship in Canaan. “Then Esau
took his wives, his sons, his daughters, and all the
persons of his household, his cattle and all his animals,
and all his goods which he had gained in the land of
Canaan, and went to a country away from the pres-
ence of his brother Jacob” (Genesis 36:6).

This occurred sometime between Isaac’s giving of
the blessing and Jacob’s return to Canaan with his
wives and children in Genesis 33. Before crossing the
Jordan, Jacob had “sent messengers . . . to Esau his
brother in the land of Seir, the country of Edom”
(Genesis 32:3). At some point during those twenty
years (Genesis 31:38), then, Esau had moved his
family southeastward from Beersheba to the moun-
tainous region east of Sinai between the Dead Sea
and the Gulf of Aqaba.

During those few years, Esau had built up a consid-
erable following, amassing an army of 400 men (Gen-

In Genesis 27:39-40, Isaac prophesies concerning his elder son, Esau,
after the young man had discovered that Jacob had stolen the patriarchal
blessing from him, and tearfully begged his father to bless him also.

prophecy watch

esis 32:6; 33:1). Obviously, over such a short time, these
men could not all have been Esau’s direct descendants
or even all his servants. We can deduce their identity by
assembling the clues found in Genesis 36:2, 8, 20, and
24. Evidently, Esau’s wife “Aholibamah, the daughter
of Anah, the daughter of Zibeon the Hivite” (verses 1,
24) was also a Horite, who were the people who
“inhabited the land” of Seir (verse 20). When Esau
migrated to Seir (verse 8), he essentially went to live
with his Horite wife’s family, aristocrats of the area
(verses 29-30). Many of the 400 men, then, were
probably Horites, relatives of Esau’s wife.

Deuteronomy 2:12 records what happened in later
times, when the Edomites grew populous and strong:
“The Horites formerly dwelt in Seir, but the descen-
dants of Esau dispossessed them and destroyed them
from before them, and dwelt in their place, just as Israel
did to the land of their possession which the LORD gave
them.” Because of both the Edomites’ blood ties and
their later conquest of the Horites of Mount Seir, the
descendants of Esau later became identified as “Seir,”
as well as “Edom” and several other names.

TIME FRAME
One of the longest continuous prophecies concerning
Edom comprises the shortest book in the Old Testa-
ment, the book of Obadiah. Whereas the first two

ALL ABOUT EDOM
PART THREE: OBADIAH
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Pprophecy watch All About Edom

parts of this series have concentrated on the beginnings
and development of the sibling rivalry between Jacob/
Israel and Esau/Edom, Obadiah lays out, in a succinct
overview, its causes and resolution.

Recognizing the internal time markers in Obadiah is vital
to understanding the prophecy. This little book confirms,
not only Edom’s part in the confederacy against Israel, but
also that the evil alliance is joined at the end time. In
Obadiah 1:15, 21, clear indicators of the end time appear:

For the day of the LORD upon all the nations is near;
as you have done, it shall be done to you; your reprisal
shall return upon your own head. . . . Then saviors
shall come to Mount Zion to judge the mountains of
Esau, and the kingdom shall be the LORD’S.

The prophecy will begin to be fulfilled in the years prior to
the Day of the Lord, and ends as the millennial reign of
Jesus Christ commences.

Edom’s participation in the conspiracy against his brother
Jacob is made definite in Obadiah 1:6-7:

Oh, how Esau shall be searched out! How his hidden
treasures shall be sought after! All the men in your
confederacy shall force you to the border; the men at
peace with you shall deceive you and prevail against
you. Those who eat your bread shall lay a trap for
you. No one is aware of it.

Even his friends, his allies in the conflict with Israel,
know that Edom is not to be trusted. They are acquainted
with the character of this ancient people, and thus they will
do what needs to be done to keep him from dominating
them and getting them involved beyond what they are
prepared to do. His allies will secretly plan to destroy him.
Any confederacy Esau has with others will be short-lived,
and this is especially true knowing the deceitful character
of his associates! They, too, are untrustworthy bedfellows.

Yet, they are unified in their hatred of Israel, and
particularly of the people of Joseph. However, their united
hatred will fail to overcome the descendants of Jacob.
Ultimately, says verse 18, “The house of Jacob shall be a
fire, and the house of Joseph a flame,” suggesting that God
will direct the nations of Joseph to take the lead in
punishing Edom. The result will be that “the house of Esau
shall be stubble; they shall kindle them and devour them.
And no survivor shall remain of the house of Esau.” What
a dire fate!

OBSCURE OBADIAH
There is some debate as to when Obadiah was written, as
the text itself gives no indication when the prophet may
have penned it. However, from the way in which Edom is

described in reacting to certain misfortunes that Judah
experienced, scholarly opinion leans toward one of two
historic periods. They are both, nonetheless, inconclusive.

The earlier period falls between 800 and 750 BC, placing
Obadiah contemporary with Joel and Amos, who was
likely in his prime, and a rather elderly Elisha. Obadiah may
have bridged the latter two. The later date would consign
the book to after the fall of Jerusalem (c. 587-586 BC). If
this were the case, Obadiah’s prophetic contemporaries
would have been Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel.

Modern scholars lean toward this later date because
they feel Obadiah describes the actions of the Edomites
when the Babylonians came and overthrew Jerusalem.
However, there was an earlier time in the days of Joram (or
Jehoram) when a similar confederacy arose in which
Edom may have been involved. Thus, the book of Obadiah
could fit into both periods.

A deciding factor is where Obadiah appears in the
Minor Prophets: The prophecy is linked with Joel and
Amos; the three books are consecutive. Had its typical
events occurred after the fall of Jerusalem, the prophecy
would probably have been placed with Haggai, Zechariah,
and Malachi. Since Obadiah appears with the first of the
Minor Prophets in the inspired compilation of the canonical
books, its authorship seems to coincide more with the
earlier prophets than the later ones. However, the book’s
date is not critical because its prophesied events are to
occur in the future—in the time of the end.

Obadiah means “servant (or worshipper) of Yah,”
which may have been his actual name or a title to mask his
identity. It could refer to anyone who worships God. The
Bible contains eight or ten Obadiahs, but none seems to fit
the man who wrote the prophecy. History does not record
whether he was well placed in the kingdom or whether he
was a Jew, Levite, or a member of another Israelite tribe.
All we know is that he was a servant of Yahweh.

This is in contrast to a prophet such as Amos, of whom
we know a great deal:

The words of Amos, who was among the herdsmen
of Tekoa, which he saw concerning Israel in the days
of Uzziah king of Judah, and in the days of Jeroboam
the son of Joash, king of Israel, two years before the
earthquake. (Amos 1:1)

Amos is specific in terms of his time, place, identity, and
occupation. He mentions the contemporary kings of Judah
and Israel and even throws in a specific event—the great
earthquake of c. 760 BC—to be thorough! On the other
hand, Obadiah seems to have been inspired to keep these
details hidden. He places himself in the background, iden-
tifying himself only as a servant, for God’s message is what
he wants his book to convey.

From the text itself, he appears to have been a competent
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writer, one who wrote passionately and poetically. He seems
to have had a soft and empathetic heart, even toward his
enemies. Beyond that, the man Obadiah is an enigma.

The prophecy can be outlined simply:

• Verses 1-4: God’s pronouncement of judgment on
Edom.

• Verses 5-9: How Edom will be annihilated.

• Verses 10-14: Why Edom will be annihilated.

• Verses 15-16: Edom and the Day of the Lord.

• Verses 17-21: Israel’s complete triumph over Edom.

Obadiah is a study in God’s punishment of a people for
the things that they have done. They will be made to suffer
the consequences of their hostile attitudes and aggression
against Israel, as well as their constant attempts to impede
the purpose of God through Israel.

CONCERNING EDOM
As can be seen in the outline, each of the sections of this
brief prophecy has a definite theme. Proverbs 16:18 pro-
vides the theme of the first: “Pride goes before destruction,
and a haughty spirit before a fall.” Pride, says the well-
known adage, is the father of all sin. Pride is the sin of
Satan and of Babylon. It is also the sin of Esau.

The vision of Obadiah. Thus says the Lord GOD

concerning Edom (We have heard a report from the
LORD, and a messenger has been sent among the
nations, saying, “Arise, and let us rise up against her
for battle”): “Behold, I will make you small among the
nations; you shall be greatly despised. The pride of
your heart has deceived you, you who dwell in the
clefts of the rock, whose habitation is high; you who
say in your heart, ‘Who will bring me down to the
ground?’” Though you exalt yourself as high as the
eagle, and though you set your nest among the stars,
from there I will bring you down,” says the LORD.
(Obadiah 1:1-4)

As mentioned above, Edom lived in the area east of the
Jordan in the mountainous areas south of the Dead Sea—
a dry, barren, rocky place. Here, in this end-time prophecy,
Edomites are still living in this inhospitable place.

Verse 1 contains a parenthetical statement that informs
us that God has sent a messenger among the nations,
urging them to “rise up against her.” This is how things
really work: God is the prime mover of world affairs. He
determines His purpose and starts affairs rolling toward

its fulfillment by inspiring an idea. Then the political and
diplomatic mechanisms of nations take over to bring it to
fruition, guided and pushed all the while by God (see Isaiah
46:9-11; 55:11).

In this case, a national leader decides to send an
ambassador to other nations to form a military alliance
against Edom. The complaint, as explained in subsequent
verses, is that Edom must be brought down to size, perhaps
because she is not a team player, wanting all the glory and
plunder for herself. That God is the ultimate author of this
message means that it will happen as advertised.

Obadiah 1:2 adds emphasis to verse 1. The “I” is God
Himself; it is His purpose to bring about Edom’s national
deflation. He wants Edom to recognize this! He thinks that
the Edomites need to be brought into account for their
actions and severely punished. Those among the nations
who are scheming against Edom are merely agents God
will use to fulfill His decree.

Verse 3 strikes at the root of Edom’s problem: “The
pride of your heart.” It was easy for the Edomites to
believe themselves to be invincible due to the nearly
uninhabitable territory they dwelled in. To the west, where
Israel lay, the geography made their territory nearly im-
pregnable. Otherwise, they could feel secure because
their fortresses were carved out of the rock, so they could
either hunker down for long periods or engage in guerilla
warfare. An attacking army could in no way pry them out,
and they knew it. They felt invulnerable, and this filled
them with pride.

“Pride” in verse 3 is the Hebrew word zadon, from the
root, ziyd. This root is translated “cooked” in Genesis 25:29,
where Jacob cooked a stew that the famished Esau desired.
“Cooked” would be better translated “boiled” or “seethed.”
When heat is applied to water, it boils, and from this
process, the Hebrews gained their understanding of pride.

Obadiah, it seems, specifically used this word to draw the
reader’s attention back to this incident, perhaps suggesting
that Esau’s selling of the birthright was rooted in his pride.
Esau became heated and angry, and it manifested itself
as haughtiness, arrogance, pride—the major trait he passed
on to his descendants. Just as stew boils up under heat, so
Edom puffs herself up thinking that she is self-reliant and
invincible. God, however, is out to prove her wrong.

The Edomite challenge at the end of Obadiah 1:3 bears
some scrutiny: “Who will bring me down to the ground?”
This is remarkably similar to the words of Lucifer in Isaiah
14:13-14 and to those of the great harlot in Revelation 18:7.
This same pride will lead Edom into trouble. The Bible
declares that, in all three of these examples, God will have
the last word: He will humble them all. In Obadiah 1:4, He
decrees, no matter how high and mighty Edom considers
herself to be, “from there I will bring you down.”

[TO BE CONTINUED]
—Richard T. Ritenbaugh
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with both physical and spiritually sym-
bolic implications. In the Old Testa-
ment,  God gave the Levitical
priesthood specific washing instruc-
tions in the performance of their du-
ties. Individuals who were physically
or ceremonially unclean were sepa-
rated from the camp of Israel and
were required to wash themselves
with water before returning to the
congregation. The religious Jews of
Christ’s time had devised intricate
washing ceremonies to demonstrate
their inner and outer purity. The rite
of water baptism, of course, contains
elements of washing symbolic of our
spiritual cleansing.

Perhaps Jesus Christ performed
the most significant use of water as a
means of cleansing when He insti-
tuted the footwashing ceremony at
His last Passover, just before His
death and resurrection (John 13:1-
17). Before this occasion, the Phari-
sees, horrified that His disciples did
not follow the ceremonial washing
rituals of the religious Jews before
they ate, had confronted Him be-
cause of this (Matthew 15:1-20; Mark
7:1-23). Jesus denounced these ritu-
als as vain and hypocritical, as they
did nothing to cleanse the inner man.

Even though both rituals used wa-
ter and were intended as symbols of
inner cleanliness, Jesus’ institution

and performance of the Passover
footwashing service was in direct con-
tradiction to the washing ceremonies
of the Pharisees. The Pharisaic cer-
emonial washings with water were
merely public showmanship that con-
tributed to the vanity and false es-
teem of those washing themselves.
By contrast, Jesus relinquished any
prerogatives or semblance of rank or
esteem by kneeling before common
men, and using a basin of water, He
washed their feet, not His own. His
purpose was to make His disciples
clean, not to perform a show of His
own cleanness.

Of the amazed disciples, Peter ex-
pressed dismay at the notion of hav-
ing his feet washed by his Master. He
wanted no part in a ritual that ap-
peared to diminish his Lord in his
eyes. But when Christ explained that
if He did not wash his feet, he could
not remain with Him, Peter demanded
to be washed all over, not just his feet.
Christ calmly informed him that wash-
ing his feet was sufficient for him to
be “completely clean.”

Shortly thereafter, Jesus com-
manded them, “If I then, your Lord
and Teacher, have washed your feet,
you also ought to wash one another’s
feet” (John 13:14), implementing this
as a permanent Christian service.
Obviously, an annual footwashing

Purge Me WithHyssop

any years ago during my college days, I experienced a magnificent
six-week career as a door-to-door vacuum cleaner salesman. It was a
miserable but educational experience.

The brand of vacuum I sold, Rainbow,
may be familiar to some. Until re-
cently, the Rainbow was unique among
vacuum cleaners in that it uses water
as its basis of filtration. All vacuums
function on the principle of pulling air
in at high velocity into some kind of
filtering system, by which the dirt and
dust particles become trapped and
cleaner air is returned to the room.

Nearly a century of research has
produced a number of different types
of filtration systems for vacuum clean-
ers, some much better than others.
However, even with the improvements
and advances in the filtration systems
on the market today, water-based fil-
tration remains one of the very best
and most efficient systems in use.
Water will trap and retain between
90-99% of dirt and dust particles.

The motto used in the Rainbow
marketing was “Wet dust don’t fly.”
It is an accurate concept. Among the
hundreds of cleaning solutions avail-
able in the marketplace, water contin-
ues to be the base for most of them,
and water alone is still considered the
best general agent for cleaning al-
most anything.

“The Washing of Water”
The Bible refers frequently to using
water for cleaning and purification,

M
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does not replace a daily bath or
shower—our daily hygiene is a per-
sonal responsibility—but what Jesus
established at this Passover
footwashing is the basis for our spiri-
tual cleansing. It is only His washing
of us that makes us spiritually clean
and acceptable before God!

Some centuries before this Pass-
over evening, the Israelite king, David,
understood this. He writes in Psalm
51:1-2:

Have mercy upon me, O God,
according to Your lovingkind-
ness; according to the multitude
of You tender mercies, blot out
my transgressions. Wash me
thoroughly from my iniquity, and
cleanse me from my sin.

In the depths of his godly sorrow over
his sins, David understood that it was
the washing of His Creator that was
needed for him to be cleansed of his
transgressions of God’s way of life.

In the book of Psalms, David ex-
presses profound details of his rela-
tionship with his Creator. He looked
forward to his Savior coming to fulfill
the purposes of cleansing and resto-
ration. David understood that His
God was working to open the gates
to everlasting life for human beings
who would be cleansed and made
whole, perfected as children of the
great God.

Recall in Psalm 23 that David con-
cludes his description of his relation-
ship with his Shepherd, his Creator,
by declaring that he would “dwell in
the house of the LORD forever” (Psalm
23:6). David looked forward to eter-
nal life, understanding that it would
take God washing him and cleansing
him of his sins to allow him to come
into this inheritance.

“Whiter Than Snow”
Woven into the fabric of the Psalms
are many of the very words that Jesus
Christ used Himself during His life on

earth, including some of the final words
He uttered before His death. The
understanding that David possessed,
a gift and blessing that the Eternal
gave to him, is further evidenced in
Psalm 51:7: “Purge me with hyssop,
and I shall be clean; wash me, and I
shall be whiter than snow.”

Here, David again refers to the
spiritual washing required for his
cleansing. He makes a deliberate re-
quest of God to wash Him, knowing
that only the cleansing power of Al-
mighty God can make a man clean
and pure. Though his sins have cov-
ered him in filth and stained him to the
very roots of his being, the washing
power of God makes a man whiter
than snow.

In our understanding of the sym-
bolism of colors, “snow-white” is con-
sidered the ultimate in white, the
whitest of white, as pure and unsullied
a white as possible. David’s expecta-
tion was that God’s cleansing power
would exceed even that ultimate
white—“I shall be whiter than snow.”
We can only relate this to absolute
spiritual, moral perfection, the very
state in which Almighty God exists.
The wording expresses that the scrub-
bing God could give him would permit
him to exist in that absolute, ultimate
state of perfection.

At the beginning of verse 7, David
makes the deliberate request of God
to purge him with hyssop. Hyssop is
an interesting choice as a cleansing
agent. It is an herb, a species of
marjoram and member of the mint
family, and some Bible versions actu-
ally refer to it as “marjoram.” It has
long been considered an aromatic and
medicinal herb, anciently indigenous
to western Asia and northern Africa,
including regions of the Middle East.
The hyssop plant grows just under
three feet in height, producing clus-
ters of variously colored flowers. In
ancient times, it grew naturally in
rocky crevices, and people cultivated
it on terraced walls.

The short, cut stems of the plant

can be gathered into bunches, and in
the Old Testament, these bunches
were used for ritual purposes. The
most spiritually significant of these
uses is recorded in Exodus 12:22.
Moses has just given the instructions
for the killing of the Passover lamb,
and he continues with some further
instructions that must have been
rather startling for those participating
Israelites:

And you shall take a bunch of
hyssop, dip it in the blood [of the
Passover lamb] that is in the
basin, and strike the lintel and
the two doorposts with the blood
that is in the basin. And none of
you shall go out of the door of his
house until morning.

It is important that we consider all
the aspects of this event. During re-
peated requests by Moses for Pha-
raoh to allow Israel to leave Egypt,
Pharaoh had continually refused to
let God’s people go, and the nation
had endured nine plagues of cataclys-
mic consequences. The economy of
the nation was largely in shambles.
Crops were ruined, and disease had
run rampant.

Since the third plague, God had
also made readily visible a clear
distinction between the captive na-
tion of Israel and the Egyptians, in
that the Israelites in Goshen had
been spared much of the devasta-
tion that had ruined the rest of Egypt.
By the use of the blood of the sac-
rificial lamb, God was about to make
a final, absolute distinction between
these two nations that would never
be forgotten.

Hyssop Dipped in Blood
We must recognize that Egypt suf-
fered the devastation at the hand of
God because though it was a sophis-
ticated, dazzling, world-dominating
empire, it was also a wicked, idola-
trous nation. The Egyptians were a
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people who openly flouted the natural
evidence of a supreme Creator by
worshipping a pantheon of idols and
gods dedicated to their own passions
and lusts. Egyptians regularly en-
gaged in a frenzy of immoral and
idolatrous celebrations, sporting
events, fashions, and music all dedi-
cated to gods of materialism and hu-
man gratification.

The plagues God meted upon the
land of Egypt and its people were
just as much attacks on her idols
and lifestyle as they were punish-
ments for the sins of her people. As
just one example, the Egyptians
worshipped the Nile River as a god,
and when God turned its waters to
blood, the life-giving nature of the
river was destroyed, along with the
power that the Nile River god suppos-
edly possessed.

Thus, in this solemn Passover event
of Exodus 12, God used blood of a
different nature to represent the sav-
ing, life-giving power that only He,
the almighty, eternal God, possessed.
The sacrificial lamb of Passover sym-
bolized the future Son of God, who
would take upon Himself the role of
the sacrificial Lamb of God (John
1:29). The shed blood of the Passover
lamb symbolized the blood to be shed
by the coming Messiah.

The bunch of hyssop was dipped
into the blood, and per God’s in-
structions, that blood was sprinkled
or brushed on the doorposts and
lintel of each home. The Israelites
were then told to stay within those
homes, separated from the Egyp-
tian people and their normal rou-
tines. That night, there was to be no
interaction or communication with
any aspect of the Egyptian civiliza-
tion. Their very lives depended on
their following this command to the
letter.

Exodus 12:23-27 tells us why:

For the LORD will pass through
to strike the Egyptians; and when
He sees the blood on the lintel
and on the two doorposts, the
LORD will pass over the door and
not allow the destroyer to come
into your houses to strike you.
And you shall observe this thing

as an ordinance for you and
your sons forever. It will come
to pass when you come to the
land which the LORD will give
you, just as He promised, that
you shall keep this service. And
it shall be, when your children
say to you, “What do you mean
by this service?” that you shall
say, “It is the Passover sacrifice
of the LORD, who passed over
the houses of the children of
Israel in Egypt when He struck
the Egyptians and delivered our
households.” So the people
bowed their heads and wor-
shipped.

The sacrificial blood, sprinkled or
smeared by the bunch of hyssop,
graphically represented a separation
and a protection of Israel against the
deadly havoc that God wrought upon
Egypt that night. The blood ceremoni-
ally cleansed and protected the people
inside those homes against the plague
of death that struck a people who
practiced the filthy abominations of
godlessness.

Later, in the books of Leviticus and
Numbers, hyssop was used as part of
sacrificial ceremonies. The hyssop
was always tied into bunches for use
in sprinkling the blood of the sacri-
ficed animal. In some sacrifices, the
priest sprinkled the blood onto the
person making the sacrifice.

In Numbers 19, Moses gives in-
structions for one who is unclean due
to touching a dead body. These in-
structions include taking a bunch of
hyssop, dipping it into clean, running
water, and sprinkling the unclean in-
dividual, his tent, and possessions.
This example clearly connects the
use of hyssop and clean water for
cleansing.

Over the years, some have sug-
gested that hyssop contains valuable
antiseptic or cleansing properties that
would “disinfect” the contaminated
person or his possessions. This can-
not be the point because such an
idea contradicts the fact that God is
the only Source of true purification.
The biblical use of hyssop in the Pass-
over, the sacrifices, and the ceremo-
nial cleansing rituals was a constant

reminder, painting a detailed picture
of the washing, cleansing, saving, pu-
rification, and salvation from death
itself that come only from the eternal
God.

This is the kind of cleansing that
David requested of God when he
asked to be purged with hyssop.

“I Thirst!”
There is a final use of hyssop in John
19:28-30:

After this, Jesus, knowing that
all things were now accom-
plished, that the Scripture might
be fulfilled, said, “I thirst!” Now
a vessel full of sour wine was
sitting there; and they filled a
sponge with sour wine, put it
on hyssop, and put it to His
mouth. So when Jesus had re-
ceived the sour wine, He said,
‘It is finished!” And bowing His
head, He gave up His spirit.

In the final moments of His physi-
cal life on earth, God orchestrated
that Jesus Christ be given hyssop, an
identifying element that

• connected Him to the Pass-
over lamb centuries before in
Egypt;

• associated Him with the sac-
rificial and cleansing ceremo-
nies; and

• recalled David’s request to be
purified of his sins.

Water is indeed the most wonder-
ful physical means to clean and
cleanse that God has created. Yet, it
is through the life, the shed blood, the
death, and the resurrected, eternal,
glorious life of our God and Savior
that we can experience the ultimate
cleansing and purification, as typified
in the use of hyssop in the pages of the
Bible. Through this spiritual cleansing
and purification, we can, like David,
anticipate the end of our physical
lives and hope to dwell in the house of
the Lord forever.

—Brian Wulf
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Jumping into
the Shallow Pond

“But he, wanting to

justify himself,

said to Jesus, ‘And who is

my neighbor?’”

—Luke 10:29

“Be ready always to give an answer . . .” I Peter 3:15

“And who is my neighbor?” the lawyer asked Christ (Luke 10:29).
His question presses heavily on us today. It does so because of the

undeniable fact of our global village. That our world of jetted
transportation and celled communication (where library-sized quantities of
information are uploaded for common consumption as easily as they are
downloaded) is one big village is a technological fact. The global village is
more, though, than merely a by-product of technology. Technology simply
enables banking and trade to function routinely at a global level.

Just as important is the fact that, behind the scenes and unnoticed by
many, government itself has “gone global,” working as the servant of
dozens of professional organizations (commonly called non-governmental
organizations or NGOs) which network among themselves in areas of
jurisprudence, education, economics, medicine, science—and yes, even
religion.

The role of NGOs as change-agents in our civilization cannot be
overstated. For example, a member of the American Bar Association (say,
a prominent federal judge or the Attorney General of California) feels
quite comfortable today sharing ideas with his peers in a conference on
international law in Singapore. These sorts of conferences, sponsored by a
single NGO or by a consortium of related ones, and generally conducted in
the universal language of the global village, English, take place every day.
Venues include major hotels, conference centers, and of course,
universities.

er ready answer ready answer ready answ

Part One
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er ready answer ready answer ready answer
As another hypothetical example, consider how the

leaders of the National Educational Association
work congenially with their peers in an educational
conference in Tokyo on the subject of ways to
handle school violence. At the same time, and
around the globe, police chiefs from many major
cities in the world convene in Amsterdam to share
experiences and to discuss techniques of handling
terrorist attacks on mass transportation facilities.
All these individuals, in reality members of an
“international set,” return home with agendas. They
all lobby hard for changes in local legal, educational,
or policing systems. The changes may seem local to
the common man, when, in fact, they are sponsored
by large international organizations, often acting
behind the scenes, and accountable to no electorate
whatsoever.

Perhaps the most evident example of the influence
of NGO-networking is today’s international hubbub
over the issue of global warming. It is only a matter of
time before networks of environmentalists and
scientists garner the support of governments around
the world (they already have the support of many) to
enact laws concerning fossil fuel use. These laws will,
in time, vastly change the way we common people
carry out our lives. The source of these changes will
not be governments per se, but individuals networking
through NGOs.

The not-so-evident truth behind public policymaking
is this: Through the operation of all sorts of
international professional organizations, a world
government has already taken shape. The everyday
networking of professionals in NGOs on an
international level provides a powerful engine for
change in our world in areas as diverse as childhood
education to standardization of workplace sexual
harassment rules. In a big way, these international
networks of professionals, most of whom do not share
American values at all, profoundly affect how we live
our daily lives.

Yes, the global village is a fact. That is why it is so
surrealistically incongruous that citizens of that
village often do not know who their neighbor is.
Who, indeed, is my neighbor? Is he the distant
stranger, whose name I could not correctly utter if
I read it? Or is she the villager next door, as the
etymology of the word neighbor implies—the
neigh- of “neighbor” meaning “nigh” or “near”?
When, if ever, does a person cease to be my
neighbor? Is nearness to me the controlling factor?
Or is it religion? Or is it the values and the culture
an individual may share with me? Is a person my
neighbor simply because he or she is there, invisible,
somewhere?

The Envelope
Peter Singer and Peter Unger1 have weighed in on
this issue from the viewpoint of postmodern
philosophy. Both reject the “nearness test” as
archaic and dangerous. To them, limiting one’s
definition of neighbor to the guy living across the
street or the gal residing down the lane is
parochial—narrow-minded—in the extreme. Given
the realities of today’s world, they see such a limited
definition as the manifestation of a chauvinism so
dysfunctional as to verge on a paralyzing insular
xenophobia. To them, the concept of neighbor takes
on a much wider meaning. How much wider? Who
do they think is my neighbor?

Peter Unger, in his 1992 book, Living High and
Letting Die, develops the case of The Envelope. You
receive a bona fide letter from UNICEF, which
informs you that thirty children will die if you do not
remit to UNICEF $100 quickly. Assuming you have
the money, and assuming that you define UNICEF to
be an effective and efficient relief organization, do
you have a moral obligation to post a check to
UNICEF? His answer is an unequivocal, “Yes.” The
well-to-do citizens of the global village have a moral
responsibility to divest themselves of surplus funds
to provide for less well-to-do citizens, even those
whose names they could not correctly utter if they
read them.

Singer and Unger are categorized as moral
cosmopolitans—and very dyed-in-the-wool ones at
that. They argue that private citizens living in the
affluent West have a moral duty to divest themselves
of all assets not necessary “for living a decent,
healthy life”2 in order to alleviate poverty, hunger, and
disease among the poor of the village. Writing in the
Boston Review, Martha Nussbaum, another dedicated
moral cosmopolitan, expresses her fervor for the far-
away stranger by asking, “May I give my daughter an
expensive college education, while children all over
the world are starving and effective relief agencies
exist?” To her, like so many cosmopolitans, the acute
needs of individuals with unpronounceable names
trump the needs of their own children, friends, and
immediate community. At core, these cosmopolitans
deny that parents have a right to help their own
children to prosper.

The Shallow Pond
Singer and Unger draw upon a second case to drive
home their point. It is called The Shallow Pond. A
teacher, walking to school one morning, spies a child
who is clearly in process of drowning in a shallow
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pond. Does he have a moral responsibility to jump into
the pond, muddy and foul though it is, to save the
child’s life? Even if he does not know how to swim,
he is not endangering himself, for the pond is shallow.
What able-bodied adult would be justified in taking no
action to save a child in these circumstances?
Undeniably, muddied clothes and mild discomfort are
“light afflictions” compared to the anguish felt by
parents bereft of their child.

Today’s moral philosophers use the shallow pond
analogy to describe the moral obligations affluent
Westerners possess toward less prosperous global
villagers. In fact, Peter Unger is remarkably
unequivocal, implying that every affluent adult, any
affluent adult, everywhere, all the time, has the moral
responsibility to jump into every shallow pond to
rescue those in any life-threatening situation.
Financially, this obligation is essentially boundless. To
many cosmopolitans, rescuing the distant stranger
from hunger and disease is a moral imperative that
should drive the prosperous citizens of the Western
world beyond all other considerations.

From a public policy standpoint, these
cosmopolitans generally champion the creation of
powerful nation-states—or a world government—
charged with the responsibility of providing for the
children of everyone, everywhere. As they see it,
the prime duty of any modern government is to
distribute all money above that which is necessary
“for living a decent, healthy life” to needy global
villagers.

Hence, the practical ramification of this ilk of
cosmopolitism is the establishment of a world-girdling
social safety net to protect villagers from hunger,
disease, or deprivation. This is simply a restatement of
communist wealth-redistributionist economic
policies—policies that failed so utterly for decades in
the Soviet Union of the last century. Such policies
managed, not only to bankrupt a populace, but also, in
the end, a government, providing benefits just to the
rulers, the ruthless and murderous politburo, whose
only real concern was their own welfare.

The shallow-pond metaphor is intellectually
vacuous to the point of inanity. Most people recognize
that a child falling into such a pond presents to society
an emergency situation, an accident, something that
happens rarely rather than regularly. Unger’s analogy
has little connection to the real-world situation where
18,000 children around the globe die daily for lack of
food or medical care.3 If a person committed herself
to jumping into ponds to save children on a fulltime
basis, every day, all the time, everywhere, he would
have to go on the dole, being unable to support
himself. If all successful individuals committed

themselves to jumping into ponds all the time, the
basis of economic production would falter, and those
successful individuals would inexorably and inevitably
find themselves in as much a state of need as the
children they seek to rescue.

Everyone would become a “have not.” Everyone,
that is, except the ruling class.

Charity Begins at Home
Moral cosmopolitans seek to generalize charity,
compelling it to address worldwide needs before it
addresses local ones, making it compulsory, state-
enforced, and state-administered. By rejecting the
important concept that “charity begins at home,”
moral cosmopolitans are in fact denying the primacy
of the home in the care and education of children.
They are denying the family as the most efficient
institution for the remediation of poverty.

This is why, at heart, most cosmopolitans would
deny parents the right to take steps to help ensure the
success and prosperity of their own children. Such
steps might include providing for them that “expensive
college education,” which Martha Nussbaum
apparently refuses to give her daughter. So, her
undereducated daughter is to work at McDonalds at
the minimum wage, with no medical benefits, rather
than at a major legal firm, pulling down $300,000 a
year? Earning a minimum wage, how often will the
younger Nussbaum be able to write a check to
UNICEF for $100? She could maybe write that check
a lot more often had she the law degree that would
permit her to earn $300,000 annually! The math
behind Nussbaum’s refusal to help her daughter
prosper simply does not add up.

Think of it this way: Should Bill Gates, in the
interests of providing UNICEF with its requested
$100, have taken a job as a cook at Wendy’s rather
than establish Microsoft? Could a foundation he may
have established as a Wendy’s fry-cook been able to
“match funds” with today’s Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation? This philanthropic organization annually
provides more money to charitable causes, worldwide,
than all the United States foreign aid programs
combined.4 Res ipsa loquitur (“It speaks for itself”).

The Final Solution
Most reasonable people know there are better ways
to approach the situation of drowning children in
shallow ponds—or for that matter, in any pond. After
all, in the real world (as distinct from the world
inhabited by postmodern philosophers), if child after

(continued on page 18)
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in how important God is to each and how accurate their
thoughts about Him are.

Coming to a truer conception of God is not easy. It can
be honestly said that God hides Himself, but this is true
only to a small degree. In Romans 1:19-20, the Bible
provides a clearer picture:

. . . because what may be known of God is manifest
in them, for God has shown it to them. For since the
creation of the world His invisible attributes are
clearly seen, being understood by the things that
are made, even His eternal power and [divine
nature], so that they are without excuse.

God Himself declares that at least some knowledge—
a basic, foundational understanding—is available to vir-
tually everyone. However, an interesting danger is
revealed here. Note how this unfolds: “. . . because,
although they knew God, they did not glorify Him as God,
nor were thankful, but became futile in their thoughts,
and their foolish hearts were darkened” (verse 21).
These people knew God, just as the people addressed by
Isaiah and Amos and in Hebrews had knowledge of
God. Yet, they obviously did not honor God by conduct-
ing themselves according to what they knew of Him.
They failed to put their knowledge into action, and
instead, let their imaginations run wild and began wor-
shipping things apart from what God had revealed of
Himself. Their imaginings, Paul says, led them straight
into idolatry. In other words, they did not hold fast to
what God gave them. What did they worship?

Professing to be wise, they became fools, and
changed the glory of the incorruptible God into an
image made like corruptible man—and birds and
four-footed animals and creeping things. There-
fore God also gave them up to uncleanness, in the
lusts of their hearts, to dishonor their bodies among
themselves, who exchanged the truth of God for
the lie, and worshipped and served the creature
rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever.
Amen. (Romans 1:22-25)

Does this not sound like a slice of Exodus 32? These
passages teach us a principle: We cannot imagine God
in terms of what He has materially created because
what He has made is not God.

In the process that ends in idolatry, the first thing a
person loses is his sense of awe, his reverential fear
toward the majesty of God. This is what Paul means by
“became futile in their thoughts.” The result is that the
person’s former high standards concerning virtually
everything begin to slip, and this corruption in turn gives

(continued from page 6) birth to perversion. Romans 1:26-32 provides a partial
list of these perversions.

For this reason God gave them up to vile passions.
For even their women exchanged the natural use
for what is against nature. Likewise also men,
leaving the natural use of the woman, burned in
their lust for one another, men with men committing
what is shameful, and receiving in themselves the
penalty of their error which was due. And even as
they did not like to retain God in their knowledge,
God gave them over to a debased mind, to do those
things which are not fitting; being filled with all
unrighteousness, sexual immorality, wickedness,
covetousness, maliciousness; full of envy, murder,
strife, deceit, evil mindedness; they are whisperers,
backbiters, haters of God, violent, proud, boasters,
inventors of evil things, disobedient to parents,
undiscerning, untrustworthy, unloving, unforgiving,
unmerciful; who, knowing the righteous judgment
of God, that those who practice such things are
deserving of death, not only do the same but also
approve of those who practice them.

What an indictment! Additionally, the moral slippage
resulting from misconceptions about God affects dress:
immodesty becomes common; language: speech be-
comes filthy and coarse; the arts: entertainment be-
comes base; family life: the home becomes divided—and
the entire culture degenerates.

Genesis 3:9-10 catches the essence of the process
that stems from false concepts of God: “Then the LORD

God called to Adam and said to him, ‘Where are you?’
So he said, ‘I heard Your voice in the garden, and I was
afraid because I was naked; and I hid myself.’” This
event illustrates why there are so many false concep-
tions of God. Once Satan and sin enter man’s life, man
hides himself from God, and God must seek him out
before a relationship and revelation of true knowledge of
God can even begin.

Because it suits His purpose, God has permitted Satan
to continue what he began in the Garden with Adam and
Eve. Despite the fact that Adam and Eve literally saw
God, they sinned because they really did not know Him.

Contact With God Is Essential
Since eternal life lies in the relationship with God, it is
extremely important how frequent and accurate our
thoughts about Him are. Many influential people in this
world are convinced that He does not even exist. By
definition, agnostics are not sure, so how does their
uncertainty affect their worship of Him?

This is a major reason why Jesus says in John 6:44 that



FORERUNNERFORERUNNERFORERUNNERFORERUNNERFORERUNNER    1717171717

no one comes to Him unless the Father draws him. He
adds in Matthew 11:27 that no one “knows the Father
except the Son, and the one to whom the Son wills to
reveal Him.” Only true believers, those to whom God
has specifically revealed Himself, have truth and thus
eternal life.

Adam and Eve’s summary dismissal from the Garden
was among the most serious punishments ever inflicted
on mankind because it severed contact with God. Without
contact with God, a true conception of Him is impossible,
and wholesale sin followed. We can conclude that what
one knows about the true God Himself and how one uses
that knowledge are the two most important issues in life.
Seeking God is the most serious challenge of our lives!
The quality of our present lives and the continuation of
those lives everlastingly hinge on these two factors.

Baylor University’s Christopher Bader, an analyst of
the survey results, remarked, “You learn more about
people’s moral and political behavior if you know their
image of God than almost any other measure. It turns out
to be more powerful a predictor of social and political
views than the usual markers of church attendance or
belief in the Bible.” Jeremiah 9:23-24 confirms this.

Thus says the LORD: “Let not the wise man glory in
his wisdom, let not the mighty man glory in his
might, nor let the rich man glory in his riches; but let
him who glories glory in this, that he understands
and knows Me, that I am the LORD, exercising
lovingkindness, judgment, and righteousness in the
earth. For in these I delight,” says the LORD.

This thought, with John 17:3, gives us a precise idea
of how important knowing God is from His point of view.
His evaluation of the relative value of things ought to be
of great importance to us. Carnal men look to their riches
as their glory. “Riches” can be understood as anything
achieved through natural means: money; political power;
athletic, artistic, or academic success; etc. “Glory”
indicates what brings honor and acclaim and thus a
strong sense of well-being, self-esteem, and confidence.
From God’s perspective, then, the knowledge of Him
and His purpose is by far man’s most important glory. It
has more value than any human, material riches an
individual might labor and sacrifice to obtain.

II Corinthians 4:6-7 is among the most humbling
declarations in the Bible:

For it is the God who commanded light to shine out
of darkness, who has shone in our hearts to give the
light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the
face of Jesus Christ. But we have this treasure in
earthen vessels, that the excellence of the power
may be of God and not of us.

The breathtaking element in this is that God makes
this glory available to each of us, despite our being the
weak of the earth. Ralph Waldo Emerson, the American
philosopher and essayist, wrote insightfully, “It behooves
us to be careful what we worship, for what we are
worshipping we are becoming.”

I used to agree with Herbert Armstrong that the most
common of all sins is ingratitude. Ingratitude is indeed
very common, but I no longer believe it is the most
common sin. That place of dishonor belongs overwhelm-
ingly to idolatry. As evidence, note that five of the Ten
Commandments—the first four and the last—apply
directly to avoiding this most serious and frequent of all
sins. One-half of the commandments concern this one
transgression.

If a person does not really know God, could he be in
danger of breaking, not only these five laws, but the others
also? The answer is absolutely, yes! Most people are
worshipping their current concept of God, and that
concept is usually one they have devised. This is not all
bad, however, because if we are growing, if we are
seeking Him and maturing, our concept of God should
be changing, being refined to a truer conception of what
He is.

None Seeks the True God
Paul writes in Romans 3:11. “There is none who under-
stands; there is none who seeks after God.” That is
astounding! How can Paul, and David before him, make
such all-encompassing statements? Despite all who
have ever lived, not even one person has really sought
after God. What he is saying is fact! No doubt, billions
have sought after a god, but they have not sought after
the true God because none of them had any idea what to
look for.

This fact ties directly to Adam and Eve’s sin and
Satan’s deception of all mankind. So thorough has his
deception been that mankind has only bits and pieces of
the truth, making human conceptions about God dread-
fully vague. Only when God chooses to reveal Himself
to individuals here and there do the pieces begin falling
together into the correct pattern. Then, truly seeking
Him becomes a likely prospect.

John 17:3 teaches that continuing to upgrade one’s
knowledge of God is linked to quality and length of life.
The most important thoughts the mind can entertain are
thoughts of God, as they will determine the quality and
direction of an individual’s life. Seeking God, then, is a
continuous responsibility for the converted person. This
is difficult to do, not because He is elusive, but because
human minds are saturated with misconceptions. These
mistaken beliefs are erased through the experiences of
coming to know Him.
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Endnotes
1 Peter Singer and Peter Unger are liberal professors at Princeton
University and New York University respectively.
2 Leib, Ethan J., “Rooted Cosmopolitans,” a review of Cosmopoli-
tanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers by K. A. Appiah, appearing
in Policy Review, June/July 2006, p.89. Mr. Appiah is a professor
of Philosophy at Princeton University. He is, in many aspects, the
epitome of a cosmopolitan: born in Ghana, educated in Cambridge,
living in America, a black and a homosexual.
3 “UN: Hunger Kills 18,000 Kids Each Day,” Edith M. Lederer,
Associated Press Writer, February 21, 2007. The statistic is cited
by James Morris, retiring head of the World Food Program, a UN-
sponsored food agency headquartered in Rome. Morris, the article

child were falling into a particular pond, most people
would suggest solutions to the problem quite different
from Unger’s. Most people would be happy to
dedicate public funds towards the draining of the
pond, putting a fence around it, or hiring a lifeguard
whose fulltime job would be to save drowning
children. Wisest of all would be those citizens who
would advocate a public program chartered to teach
children to swim!

Certainly, there are better ways to organize society
to address the problem of world poverty than for
everyone to divest himself of surplus funds to feed the
poor. Simply giving money to feed the poor—without
taking adequate steps to build strong educational and
vibrant economic systems—provides only the briefest
of respites in the hunger cycle. In other words, it is
only a short-term solution.

The reality of the matter is that merely doling out
food to the poor not only extends the poverty problem,
raising it to a generational issue, but it also

exacerbates poverty, making it ever more
unmanageable. This is the case since the “saved”
children, dole-fed but still uneducated, grow up to
produce children who are equally poor and
uneducated—without skills and without jobs.5 These
second-generation poor will naturally claim that they
are “entitled” to the same level of aid from the West
that their parents enjoyed.

The affluent Westerners, however, burdened with
the high taxes imposed by their socialist rulers, will be
unable to provide much meaningful assistance to the
ever-increasing population of poor in the global
village. After a few generations, the affluent will be
reduced to the same level of poverty as those who
need help. The economic system collapses, as it did in
the Soviet Union of the 1980s. At that time, there was
a sugar-daddy—America—to bail the leadership out,
but next time, America may not have the wherewithal
to bail the communists out.

[TO BE CONTINUED]
—Charles F. Whitaker

continues, “called for students and young people, faith-based
groups, the business community and governments to join forces
in a global movement to alleviate and eliminate hunger—especially
among children.”
4 The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation claims that it is “dedicated
to bringing innovations in health and learning to the global commu-
nity.” See its website at www.gatesfoundation.org/default.htm
for details.
5 Many recognize that the most viable solution to poverty is to
furnish the poor of the world the tools, the education, and the
economic environment where they can work to produce a living for
themselves and their posterity.

(continued from page 15)

personal Seeking God

II Chronicles 15:2-4 was written to a people, like us,
who had made a covenant with God:

The LORD is with you while you are with Him. If you
seek Him, He will be found by you; but if you
forsake Him, He will forsake you. For a long time
Israel has been without the true God, without a
teaching priest, and without law; but when in their
trouble they turned to the LORD God of Israel, and
sought Him, He was found by them.

The instruction is clear: When they sincerely sought

Him, things went well, but when their seeking of Him
relaxed and eventually stopped, the bottom fell out of
their world: Sin increased, morality decreased, and con-
tact with God ceased. This principle reveals to us that the
power of a covenant people to keep their side of the
agreement lies in their relationship with God.

[TO BE CONTINUED]
In Christian love,
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The Awakening Bear
On February 10, 2007, at the 43rd Munich Conference on
Security Policy, Russian President Vladimir Putin delivered
a candid speech in which he revealed his view of the present
state of the world, as well as how it should be. Significant
portions of his presentation were dedicated to criticizing the
current “unipolar” world (i.e., one with a single super-
power) in what Washington Post columnist Charles
Krauthammer calls “a new standard in anti-Americanism.”
In his invective, Putin charged the United States with
“unilateral and frequently illegitimate actions” that have
“caused new human tragedies and created new centers of
tension.”

He also railed against “an almost uncontained hyper use
of force—military force—in international relations, force
that is plunging the world into an abyss of permanent
conflicts.” “We are seeing,” he said, “a greater and greater
disdain for the basic principles of international law. . . . The
United States has overstepped its national borders in every
way. . . . Who is happy about this?” Moreover, he alleged that
America’s dominance “inevitably encourages a number of
countries to acquire weapons of mass destruction.”

Putin’s identified solution to ending the unipolar “power
imbalance” was, at first glance, the United Nations:

I am convinced that the only mechanism that can make
decisions about using military force as a last resort is
the Charter of the United Nations. . . . When the UN will
truly unite the forces of the international community
and can really react to events in various countries,
when we will leave behind this disdain for international
law, then the situation will be able to change.

However, at the end of his speech, he betrayed the fact
that he had also had other solutions in mind:

In conclusion I would like to note the following. We
very often—and personally, I very often—hear ap-
peals by our partners, including our European part-
ners, to the effect that Russia should play an increasingly
active role in world affairs. In connection with this I
would allow myself to make one small remark. It is
hardly necessary to incite us to do so. Russia is a
country with a history that spans more than a thousand
years and has practically always used the privilege to
carry out an independent foreign policy. We are not
going to change this tradition today.

Putin did not speak these words in a vacuum. On the
contrary, Russia has recently begun to step back onto the
world stage. Though this probably does not presage Round
Two of the Cold War—a time, incidentally, that Putin

regards with nostalgia—the Russian Bear is nonetheless
beginning to rouse itself from sleep. It is now officially
asserting itself as a world power and acting accordingly.

Sovereign states commonly use other entities—nations,
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), rebellious fac-
tions, or supranational bodies like the UN—to do their
bidding. Certainly no exception, Russia is developing and
using such levers of power to enhance its position. Thus, for
the past two winters, Russia has cut off energy supplies to
its neighbors: It substantially reduced exports of natural gas
to Ukraine in January 2006 and of oil to Belarus in 2007. The
cutback of gas to Ukraine was especially noteworthy, for the
real target was Europe at the end of the pipeline—to demon-
strate that Europe’s ability to stay warm during the winter
was directly tied to its relations with Russia.

Russia’s recent activities in the Middle East also demon-
strate its willingness to foster chaos to keep other powers—
specifically, the U.S.—off-balance. The Russians built Iran’s
Bushehr nuclear power plant, yet, despite being contractu-
ally obligated to supply nuclear fuel for it, they will probably
never complete the project because, if Bushehr were opera-
tional, it would undercut Russia’s options and influence in
the area. In fact, Russia has dragged its feet to remain a core
player in this drama. The project’s original completion date
was in 1999, and the reactor core has been functional since
2004. Russia, however, is best served by appearing to give
Iran an ace in the hole, yet keeping it perpetually out of reach,
making Russia an essential middleman who cannot be ig-
nored.

Similarly, Russia regularly supports Syria, the Hamas-led
Palestinian government, and other states that are thorns in
the side of the U.S. Recently, however, it has also sought
inroads with America’s Arab allies. Right after his speech in
Germany, Putin visited Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Jordan,
recognizing that, even though they have reasonably close
relations with the U.S., these nations are also concerned with
American policy in the region. Thus, Russia may have an
opening to insert itself again into matters that may not
directly concern it but that it can leverage when the time
comes.

In short, though Soviet power was cracked, Russia is far
from defenseless. Flush with capital from its state-owned oil
and gas companies, it is beginning to throw its weight
around, particularly in its “near-abroad.” While not neces-
sarily seeking a resumption of the Cold War, with policies of
Mutually Assured Destruction, Russia is still working to
undermine and indirectly challenge the United States in order
to enhance its own position. In the months ahead, keep an
eye on the wily Bear as it continues to reassert itself.

—David C. Grabbe



1. Why is Peter reluctant to obey Jesus? Luke 5:4-5.
COMMENT: Toiling for long hours trying to catch fish yet
without results is especially exhausting and discouraging.
Peter points out the obvious, but out of respect adds, “At
Your word I will let down the net.” Note that Jesus’ com-
mand is for Peter to let down his “nets” (plural), yet he
replies with “net” (singular). His obedience is half-hearted.
Not completely understanding God’s power in Jesus, he
probably figures the result would be the same as his earlier
lack of success. His unbelieving attitude exposes itself in
poor-quality obedience. At this early stage, Peter is still
learning about the power of the Creator to command His
creation (John 1:3; Colossians 1:16).
2. Is this great catch really a miracle? Luke 5:6-7, 9.
COMMENT: A large school of fish miraculously appears
alongside Peter’s boat just when Jesus says, “Let down
your nets.” Some may not view this by itself as a miracle .
Yet, David writes: “You have made him to have dominion
over the works of Your hands; You have put all things under
his feet, all sheep and oxen—even . . . the fish of the sea that
pass through the paths of the seas” (Psalm 8:6-8). As
Creator, Jesus knows where the fish are in the Lake of
Gennesaret, a power Peter obviously lacks. Christ, as the
sovereign Lord of the earth and its seas, could have com-
manded thousands of fish to leap onto shore, but He directs
them into the man’s net. The combination of the precise
place, time, and mass of fish following Jesus’ instructions
qualifies this as a genuine miracle, one witnessed by many.

Note that this first miracle of fish (Luke 5:1-11) happens
at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, and the second occurs
near the end (John 21:3-11). Both miracles take place on the
Sea of Galilee after a night of fruitless work.
3. How do people react to the revelation of the glory of the
Lord? Luke 5:8.
COMMENT: This exhibition of supernatural power gave Peter
proof of the Father’s omniscience and omnipotence through
Jesus Christ. With it comes Peter’s recognition of his own
appalling sinfulness, which he expresses by falling “down

Isaiah prophesied that Galilee would witness a major part of the blessings of the Messiah (Isaiah 9:1-2). Since
foreigners dominated it for centuries, the region was called “Galilee of the Gentiles.” The prophet also mentions

“the way of the sea,” the name of a major international highway running through this region. Assyrian
soldiers used this route when they invaded the northern Kingdom of Israel. Isaiah predicts that from Galilee the

Messiah would arise and wipe away the gloom brought on by Gentile control.
In the account of Jesus’ miracle of the great catch of fish (Luke 5:1-11), Luke calls the Sea of Galilee the “Lake of

Gennesaret,” a more ancient name that derives from the name of a small plain on its western shore. On this
occasion, while standing in the boat in which Simon Peter had spent the whole—and very unsuccessful—night
fishing, Jesus teaches those who wanted to hear the Word of God. Afterward, He tells Simon, “Launch out into
the deep and let down your nets for a catch.” The man’s reply is typical of an experienced fisherman: “Master,

we have toiled all night and caught nothing.” Shortly afterward, however, he changes his tune.

The Great Catch of Fish

The Miracles of Jesus Christ
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at Jesus’ knees, saying, ‘Depart from me, for I am a sinful
man, O Lord!’” Peter realizes that he had been faithless.

Similarly, Job cries out: “I have heard of You by the
hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees You. Therefore I
abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 42:5-6).
Seeing his corruption in contrast to God’s holiness, the
prophet Isaiah reacts with abhorrence: “Woe is me, for I am
undone! Because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in
the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen
the King, the LORD of hosts” (Isaiah 6:5). Finally, the apostle
John responds in an extreme manner as well upon seeing the
glorified Christ in a vision: “And when I saw Him, I fell at His
feet as dead” (Revelation 1:17). Clearly, God’s power is so
awesome that it causes mere humans to feel as if they are
coming undone.
4. What is Jesus’ intended message to His disciples? Luke
5:10-11.
COMMENT: Jesus takes the opportunity of this miracle to call
His disciples into a Teacher–student relationship with Him.
He figuratively catches Peter in His net before commanding
him to “catch men” for the Kingdom of God. Immediately,
Peter, Andrew, James, and John leave their boats and nets
behind and follow Him. They now understand that Jesus is
more than capable of supplying their every need.

We are to apply this lesson in our own lives. When Christ
speaks, it is always about obedience to God’s way of life. In
this case, His teaching affected the disciples’ livelihoods.
Worship and work form major parts of our lives, too, and in
both we must consistently maintain righteousness.

Had Peter failed to obey Christ’s command, he would have
failed to experience both the miracle and the resulting bless-
ing. No one serves God without being compensated for his
service. When we serve, sacrifice, testify, or stand for Him, He
will suitably reward our efforts. When God asks us to invest
our time, effort, talent, or anything else, we must not resent
the opportunity. No one pays dividends on an investment
as abundantly as God does—“good measure, pressed down,
and running over will be put into your bosom” (Luke 6:38).


