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Three Jews, One Opinion 

SERMON 2: LENT 2018 (OBADIAH) 

 

A few weeks back we began our studies in Obadiah. I add the important point that 

these sermons would be different from the book — Walking in Light — and the other 

materials we’re providing. My sermon notes are up on line as well, so you are free to 

use any of those materials during Lent as you see fit. 

 

 

I read this past week: 

“Our emotions are less reactions to the present than guides to future behavior. 

Therapists are exploring new ways to treat depression now that they see it as 

primarily not because of past traumas and present stresses but because of 

skewed visions of what lies ahead.” (NYT) Martin E.P. Seligman and John 

Tierney, “We Aren’t Built to Live in the Moment,” NYT (May 19, 2017) 

These writers also say: 

“A more apt name for our species would be Homo prospectus, because we thrive 

by considering our prospects.” 

No truer words were ever spoken. 

We shall see most clearly how true they are through three Jews and their dealings with 

Edom — Jacob and Esau, Victor Frankl and Auschwitz, and Obadiah and Edom.  

But first let me quote another Jewish poet, Leonard Cohen, from a song called The 

Future: 
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“Give me back the Berlin wall 

Give me Stalin and St. Paul 

Give me Christ or give me Hiroshima 

Destroy another fetus now 

We don't like children anyhow 

I've seen the future, baby 

it is murder” 

 

 “Christ or Hiroshima” might as well be the contrast Jacob-Esau! 

Cohen was expressing a convulsingly deep discouragement about the future. But that 

is not, I think, a typical Jewish view of things. 

Because “Jacob have I loved is true” (and you can put your own name in as “Jacob” 

since you are elect in Christ) — it’s correlate thesis is Obadiah’s one: “the kingdom 

shall be the Lord’s”. 

The two go hand in hand. God’s electing Love will bring about its own purposes. 

So, here’s what another of our Jews says: 

 

“And saviours shall come up on mount Zion to judge the mount of Esau; and the kingdom 

shall be the Lord's.” (Obadiah v.21) 

This sermon could be called — 

Lord, Get Me outta’ here: Is Christ Coming back or Not? 

Or, what are you looking forward to? What are you hoping for? 

Or: Why we need a future vision! 
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It’s about hope. 

I mentioned in the first sermon the following — 

(A) Three formulas 

(B) Four Exiles 

(C) Five Kingdoms 

What were the three formulas, do you recall? 

 

(I) Jacob have I loved (Malachi 1.3-4) 

(II) (II) Esau is the same as Edom (Gen 36.8) 

(III) (III) Esau hates Jacob (Rabbinical theology) 

Because “Jacob have I loved” is true — the correlate thesis is “Esau have I hated.” 

But equally, since Esau is the same as Edom (formula II), the third thesis is that Edom 

will hate and persecute Jacob. 

Now Edom, we said, is the fourth and final exile of the Jews and the fourth and final 

pagan kingdom before Christ or the Jewish Messiah comes to establish the final eternal 

kingdom for Jacob. It expresses the maximal hate for Jacob’s people. 

Esau or Edom is right now, today! And has been since the Romans first reigned and 

crucified the one righteous Jew, Jesus. 

 

Does that make sense? Are you with me? 

So that must mean that, living in the final kingdom, which is Esau or Edom, the chief 

virtue you must possess is what? — Hope. You have to have hope? So what are you 

hoping in today? 

 

Why do I need hope? Because I am captive in Edom’s kingdom and since Edom is 

Esau and Esau hates Jacob, I am surrounded and often overpowered by hostility, 

contention, conflict, and my own frailty and death.  

 

 

1. A JEW BORN SECOND 
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Yet, think about the story of Wayishlach when we meet the first Jew — Jacob.  

Jacob comes out of the womb last, after Esau — grasping Esau’s heel. But since in 

Jewish thought Edom is the same as Esau and Edom stands for the fourth exile and 

the fourth kingdom, that means the birth of Jacob is already a messianic signal.  

— Jacob’s birth is a sign of the world’s true hope. 

By grasping the heel of Esau Jacob shows that the world’s kingdoms and powers will 

not be sufficient to exhaust God’s purposes in history. There is a coming kingdom. 

Therefore the Kingdom will come. There is hope after all. 

Even though Edom appears to rule all history — Jacob will attain what he’s promised. 

The Kingdom. 

In other words, put in Christian terms now, in Titus 2.13, 

“while we wait for the blessed hope — the appearing of the glory of our great 

God and Savior, Jesus Christ...” 

 

Living in Edom-time means waiting, but waiting hopefully, so thus this Lent we wait. 

The Old Testament, in Wayishlach, already signals the new Kingdom coming; the 

message of hope therefore resonates in the Jacob-Esau stories. Esau will rule this 

world; Jacob the next one. There is real hope. 

Why does Hope matter? 

“While most people tend to be optimistic, those suffering from depression and 

anxiety have a bleak view of the future — and that in fact seems to be the chief 

cause of their problems, not their past traumas nor their view of the present. ... 

Studies have shown depressed people are distinguished from the norm by their 
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tendency to imagine fewer positive scenarios while overestimating future 

risks.” (NYT) 

Let’s now see a little more how hope matters by turning from Jacob to our second Jew 

and his experience of Auschwitz in a story taken from the book — part biography — 

about Viktor Frankl. 

 

2. A MANUSCRIPT THAT KEPT A JEW ALIVE 

 

Man's Search for Meaning is a 1946 book by Viktor Frankl chronicling his experiences 

as an Auschwitz concentration camp inmate during World War II, and describing his 

psychotherapeutic method, which involved 

“identifying a purpose in life to feel positively about, and then immersively 

imagining that outcome.”  

 

Here we have a great clue into how the Jews use Obadiah’s prophecies to help them 

interpret their own bitter experiences of dealing with Esau. Esau means pain and 

suffering; it means the absence of God’s kingdom, which must visualised in the future, 

when hope is kept alive. This is why Obadiah ends with the promise  

- “the kingdom will be the Lord’s.” 

According to Frankl, the way a prisoner in the death camps imagined the future 

affected his longevity in the Konzentrationslager (ie, whether he lived or died.) 
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One writer suggested in an article in Psychology Today: 

“Frankl observed that the inmates who were most likely to survive were those 

who felt they had a goal or purpose. Frankl himself spent a lot of time trying to 

reconstruct a manuscript he had lost on his journey to the camp — his life’s 

work. Others held on to a vision of their future — seeing their loved ones again 

or a major task to complete once they were free.” (Steve Taylor, “The Power of 

Purpose:” July 21, 2013). 

The book — Man’s Quest for Meaning — intends to answer the following question 

“How was everyday life in a concentration camp reflected in the mind of the 

average prisoner?” 

Part One constitutes Frankl’s analysis of his experiences in the concentration camps, 

while Part Two introduces his ideas of meaning and his theory called logotherapy. 

I want to say that what kept Frankl alive under Edom’s power was his need to reproduce 

a story — the book he’d written which, in manuscript form, was robbed from him on 

his first day in the dreaded Auschwitz. 

The Jews, you see, have survived by their need to reproduce a story — a story retold by 

Obadiah, of their final victory over Edom, their future hope. 

You see, Obadiah was in Auschwitz, too. How? 

Because — as always, and this is part of Obadiah’s profound message — Esau has 

been present whenever and wherever Jacob suffers in time; to Edom he therefore says: 

10  

Because of the violence against your brother Jacob, [even in the womb] 

     you will be covered with shame; 

     you will be destroyed forever. 

11  
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On the day you stood aloof 

     while strangers carried off his wealth 

and foreigners entered his gates 

     and cast lots for Jerusalem, 

     you were as one of them. 

12  

You [Edom] should not gloat over your brother [Jacob] 

     in the day of his misfortune, 

nor rejoice over the people of Judah [Jacob’s son] 

     in the day of their destruction, 

nor boast so much 

     in the day of their trouble. 

13  

You should not march through the gates of my people [Jacob-Israel] 

     in the day of their disaster, 

nor gloat over them in their calamity 

     in the day of their disaster, 

nor seize their wealth 

     in the day of their disaster. 

14  

You should not wait at the crossroads 

     to cut down their fugitives, 

nor hand over their survivors 

     in the day of their trouble. 

This might as well be commentary on Auschwitz or Dachau or Sachsenhausen — in 

short, on the holocaust. 

If we doubt Obadiah is serious we only have to think of WWII and the mass industrial 

extermination of Jewish bodies and Jewish humanity. 

 

Now, Frankl survived Auschwitz because he had a hope.  
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He wanted to rewrite his book manuscript and send it into the future. Eventually 

written in 1946 and not translated into English till about 1957, I first read it in 1988 

when I was 23. 

This is crucial to know, because in a sense Obadiah’s future hope for the kingdom is 

what’s keeping Israel alive during the age of Edom. 

So what’s keeping you alive? Is it this hope? 

“And saviours shall come up on mount Zion to judge the mount of Esau; and the 

kingdom shall be the Lord's.” (Obadiah v.21) 

There is hope. Real hope. 

Do you have hope this morning? 

 

Unsurprisingly, Man’s Search for Meaning belongs to a list of “the ten most influential 

books in the United States.” 

Because it’s a book about hope. 

Frankl claimed: 

“The inner hold a prisoner has on his spiritual self relies on having a hope in 

the future, and that once a prisoner loses that hope, he is doomed.” 

Under Edom’s rule the only Jews who survive need not even possess courage but they 

must possess the virtue of hope. 

We know Esau hates Jacob? So what children of Jacob did Esau kill? The obvious answer 

is the ones who stop telling themselves the old old story of Jacob’s birth clinging to 

Esau’s heel; the ones who lose their hope! 

 

What are you hoping in? As a Christian you, too, are in Edom’s captivity — but if you 

lose your hope you will lose your life too. 

3. A JEW WHO SAW AN INFINITE GLORY 

Frankl thought you had to keep an inner witness of infinite glory before you to 

survive. 

An example of Frankl’s idea of finding hopeful human meaning in the midst of 

extreme suffering is found in his account of an experience he had while working in 

the harsh conditions of the Auschwitz concentration camp: 

“... We stumbled on in the darkness, over big stones and through large puddles, 

along the one road leading from the camp. The accompanying guards kept 

shouting at us and driving us with the butts of their rifles. Anyone with very 
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sore feet supported himself on his neighbor's arm. Hardly a word was spoken; 

the icy wind did not encourage talk. Hiding his mouth behind his upturned 

collar, the man marching next to me whispered suddenly: ‘If our wives could 

see us now! I do hope they are better off in their camps and don't know what is 

happening to us.’ 

 

“That brought thoughts of my own wife to mind. And as we stumbled on for 

miles, slipping on icy spots, supporting each other time and again, dragging 

one another up and onward, nothing was said, but we both knew: each of us 

was thinking of his wife. 

 

“Occasionally I looked at the sky, where the stars were fading and the pink 

light of the morning was beginning to spread behind a dark bank of clouds. But 

my mind clung to my wife's image, imagining it with an uncanny acuteness. I 

heard her answering me, saw her smile, her frank and encouraging look. Real 

or not, her look was then more luminous than the sun which was beginning to 

rise. 

“A thought transfixed me: for the first time in my life I saw the truth as it is set 

into song by so many poets, proclaimed as the final wisdom by so many 

thinkers. The truth—that love is the ultimate and the highest goal to which man 

can aspire. Then I grasped the meaning of the greatest secret that human poetry 

and human thought and belief have to impart: The salvation of man is through 

love and in love. I understood how a man who has nothing left in this world 

still may know bliss, be it only for a brief moment, in the contemplation of his 

beloved. In a position of utter desolation, when man cannot express himself in 

positive action, when his only achievement may consist in enduring his 

sufferings in the right way—an honorable way—in such a position man can, 

through loving contemplation of the image he carries of his beloved, achieve 

fulfillment. For the first time in my life I was able to understand the meaning 

of the words, "The angels are lost in perpetual contemplation of an infinite 

glory....” 

 

Let’s listen to Frankl intently when we hear the words of Obadiah’s final verse uttered 

with total certainty and clarity:  

“the kingdom shall be the Lord’s.” 

Here is Frankl’s advice: 
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“...when his only achievement may consist in enduring his sufferings in the 

right way—an honorable way—in such a position man can, through loving 

contemplation of the image he carries of his beloved, achieve fulfillment.” 

This thought is copied by our first Jew Leonard Cohen: 

“You don't know me from the wind 

You never will, you never did 

I'm the little Jew 

Who wrote the Bible 

I've seen the nations rise and fall 

I've heard their stories, heard them all 

But love's the only engine of survival” 

Cohen says all the great kingdoms have stories but the only story that really matters 

is this one — Jacob have I loved. 

Frankl too is offering a recipe and a manual for surviving Esau and Edom. 

What is the image of your beloved? What are you hoping in — as you endure your 

own painful Auschwitz of sin and death in this life? 

So, we have looked at several Jews surviving Esau — Jacob, and Viktor Frankl. What 

about the third Jew — our Obadiah? 

 

4. A SPIRITUAL JEW & THE PAIN OF REALITY 

 

Frankl’s Auschwitz, by the way, is only a more extreme version of the modern world 

you and live in. We are in Edom. 

 

How do I know? 
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Max Weber — a German and one of the great fathers of modern sociology — spoke of 

modern life as a kind of bureaucratic “iron cage” where rationalised bureaucracy 

makes the possibility of free and responsible human decision making impossible. 

“The fate of our times,” said Weber, “is characterized by rationalization and 

intellectualization and, above all, by the disenchantment of the world.” 

He makes modern society sound like Auschwitz, and Weber wrote only 30 years or 

so before the Nazi bureaucrats made Auschwitz a reality. 

Of the cage he also adds in his The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism: 

 

“No one knows who will live in this cage in the future, or whether at the end 

of this tremendous development entirely new prophets will arise, or there will 

be a great rebirth of old ideas and ideals, or, if neither, mechanized petrifaction, 

embellished with a sort of convulsive self-importance. For of the last stage of 

this cultural development, it might well be truly said: 'Specialists without spirit, 

sensualists without heart; this nullity imagines that it has attained a level of 

civilization never before achieved.” 

Weber hopes new prophets will arise to destroy Edom’s technocratic-bureaucratic 

rule. His hope is at least in part that of the Jew Obadiah. But not only of Obadiah. 

Viktor Frankl, too, was describing the cage in its purest and most violent form — 

industrial death making in Auschwitz. He described his miraculous release and that 

of others as happening first to the body and only then slowly to the human spirit: 

“The body is the first element to break out of this stage, responding by big 

appetites of eating and wanting more sleeping. Only after the partial 

replenishing of the body is the mind finally able to respond, as ‘feeling 

suddenly broke through the strange fetters which had restrained it’ (111).” 
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But the cage happens to all of us in different forms 

— bodily sickness 

— mental health 

— feeling trapped in life 

— loneliness 

— depression 

— lack of freedom 

— poverty  

— anxiousness  

Obadiah — our third Jew describes it, too. 

But we must remember Obadiah — at least in Jewish tradition — is not a Jew. He’s an 

Edomite. 

So Obadiah is like you and me, a spiritual Jew only. For in the flesh he was an Edomite. 

He must have grown up with the anti-semitic stories and sentiments of his own cruel 

people, Esau’s embittered people. 

But he must have also discovered their stories and faith were hope-less. In other 

words, he saw Esau’s boastful Pride was empty and full of lies. He had no true hope. 

That made life this — just one damn thing after another! But without story or point. 

 

But then somehow Obadiah converted to the Jewish faith and became a naturalised 

son of Jacob. He learned the old, old story of Wayishlach, of Esau and Jacob — but this 

time in the Israelite telling. And that story became his own. And suddenly he found 

hope.  

He learnt that though Esau has a right to this world, Jacob will rule the world to come. 

And he understood for the first time that one day the messiah would come — and he 

believed.  

The iron cage would one day be destroyed and all Jacob’s children would be set free. 

The gates of Auschwitz would be opened.  

So he announced the hope in his own joyous words —  

“the kingdom shall be the Lord’s.” 

This is all a bit like being tickled as opposed to tickling oneself, as we learn from the 

best psycho-physical research available. 
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“[Human] Perception is manageable because the brain generates its own scene, 

so that the world remains stable even though your eyes move three times a 

second. This frees the perceptual system to heed features it didn’t predict, 

which is why you’re not aware of a ticking clock unless it stops. It’s also why 

you don’t laugh when you tickle yourself: You already know what’s coming 

next.” (NYT) 

Having hope means this: knowing what’s coming next. 

This has helped the Jews survive because they are now more ready to be aware of the 

unexpected they encounter under Esau’s hand. They are more open to future 

possibilities than gentiles are. 

Knowing what’s predictable frees us to creatively deal with what’s unpredictable in 

life. The stuff Esau throws at Jews! Life under Edom-time. Stuff like Auschwitz. 

This vale of tears that we call Edom is unpredictable and difficult. Yet having hope 

that the kingdom will be the Lord’s — which is our brother Jew’s gift to us Christians 

— means it’s possible to endure and overcome anything we face. To share Obadiah’s 

faith is to be governed by a certain hope  

— “The Kingdom shall be the Lord’s.” 

We don’t focus our attention on common expected things but the unexpected ones: 

“Behaviorists used to explain learning as the ingraining of habits by repetition 

and reinforcement, but their theory couldn’t explain why animals were more 

interested in unfamiliar experiences than familiar ones. It turned out that even 

the behaviorists’ rats, far from being creatures of habit, paid special attention 

to unexpected novelties because that was how they learned to avoid 

punishment and win rewards.” 

What we now know is this: 

“The brain’s long-term memory has often been compared to an archive, but 

that’s not its primary purpose. Instead of faithfully recording the past, it keeps 

rewriting history.” 

This is the skill that has kept Jacob’s folk alive, because they are certain of the final 

outcome for themselves and Esau. They can tell the old story and rewrite it over and 

over again. 

So what do we need? 

“studies of children’s development show that they’re not able to imagine future 

scenes until they’ve gained the ability to recall personal experiences, typically 

somewhere between the ages of 3 and 5.” (NYT)  
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Let me translate that. Unless you can tell your own story as a part of Jacob’s story, of 

messiah’s story, you cannot survive. 

Now — finally how do we grow hope?  

The scriptures are clear — hope like faith is a divine gift, so it comes from God initially 

but it can be grown in us. How?  

“...everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through the 

endurance taught in the Scriptures and the encouragement they provide we might have 

hope.” (Romans 15.4) 

 

— The Scriptures lead us to endurance which increases my hope and they lead to 

— encouragement because the Scriptures tell the stories on which we base our own 

stories, and so hope grows.  

 

Scripture is designed to help us tell our own stories truthfully. 


