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Obadiah

With only 21 verses, and a seemingly narrow application, the tiny work of Obadiah could easily be overlooked amid the towering figures of some of the other prophetic contributors.

To neglect any part of the canon is a mistake, however, seeing that all Scripture has been given by the breath of God, and is profitable. That is certainly true of the work of Obadiah.

Who is Obadiah? Other than his name, we know nothing about him. At least 12 different men in the Old Testament bear the same name, but none of them can be connected conclusively to this prophecy. One writer says of the author, “The silence of Holy Scriptures as to the Prophet Obadiah stands in remarkable contrast with the anxiety of men to know something of him…[yet] God has willed that his name alone and this brief prophecy should be known in this world.”

Along with the lack of biographical information on the author, the prophecy itself presents no definite date. As a result, various dates have been placed upon the book, differing by as much as 600 years.

As with all biblical literature, speculation must never overshadow interpretation. The subject and message of Obadiah are clear and important, even if the identity of the author and the date of the writing are not.

“It has one subject only, namely judgment upon Edom, though this is offset in the closing verses by a contrastive reference to the final salvation of Israel.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

The relevance of Obadiah to our own day is described by Mark Dever. He says, “…Obadiah proclaimed a vision from the sovereign God to a people who knew no theology and who had no place for the knowledge of God in their lives. Unlike the audience of the other prophets, Obadiah’s audience made no pretence of acknowledging God. In other words, he spoke to a society much like our own.”

In surveying this brief prophecy, we note first of all:

I. THE TARGET OF THIS PROPHECY

The target audience of Obadiah is quickly identified in his opening verse. It says, “The vision of Obadiah. Thus saith the Lord GOD concerning Edom…”

Throughout the prophecy, it is the people and nation of Edom that are squarely in the crosshairs of God’s coming judgment.

There are a couple of things to note about the target of this prophecy. First of all, consider:


A. The father of Edom

The Bible very clearly tells us that the Edomites were the descendents of Esau, the twin brother of Jacob. In Genesis 36:8-9, “Thus dwelt Esau in mount Seir: Esau is Edom. And these are the generations of Esau the father of the Edomites…”

The antipathy that existed between these brothers carried on into their descendents. Israel and Edom were enemies throughout their history.

An example of their struggle is found Numbers 20. Moses sent a kind request to the King of Edom to let the Children of Israel pass through their land. Verse 21 of that chapter says, “Thus Edom refused to give Israel passage through his border: wherefore Israel turned away from him.”

The phrase, “Jacob have I loved, Esau have I hated”, comes to mind when you consider the ancestor of the people targeted in this prophecy.

Considering the people to whom Obadiah spoke, we see not only the father of Edom, but also:


B. The failures of Edom

The Prophet Obadiah lays out the reasons for God’s impending judgment upon Edom. He begins with the pride and arrogance of the people. Verse 3 says, “The pride of thine heart hath deceived thee, thou that dwellest in the clefts of the rock, whose habitation is high; that saith in his heart, Who shall bring me down to the ground?”

In verse 10, Edom is condemned for her mistreatment of Israel. It says, “For thy violence against thy brother Jacob shame shall cover thee, and thou shalt be cut off for ever.”

Obadiah sees the people of Edom taunting as Judah and Israel are taken captive. He also sees that Edom participates in the plundering of the land. In verse 13, Obadiah rebukes them saying, “Thou shouldest not have entered into the gate of my people in the day of their calamity; yea, thou shouldest not have looked on their affliction in the day of their calamity, nor have laid hands on their substance in the day of their calamity”

Edom is targeted specifically for their abuse of God’s people. Likewise, all those who come against the Lord’s people stand in danger of His righteous wrath. Those that curse His people will themselves be cursed, as Edom illustrates.

In surveying Obadiah, note not only the target of this prophecy, but also:

II. THE TRUTH OF THIS PROPHECY

While the scope of Obadiah’s prophecy is limited to Edom, the application of his prophecy is not. As with all of Scripture, there is truth for both the original reader, and for those who read in the ages that follow.

What is the truth that comes from Obadiah? First of all:


A. There is a clear truth

The prophecy of Obadiah reiterates a familiar strain in prophetic literature – the certain judgment of God upon sin. In verse 15, Obadiah issues a warning that echoes beyond the craggy hills of Edom. He says, “For the day of the LORD is near upon all the heathen: as thou hast done, it shall be done unto thee: thy reward shall return upon thine own head.”

In the New Testament, we find this same truth repeated as the Apostle Paul says in Galatians 6:7, “Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap.”

“…here, in this particular prophecy about Edom, we are meant to learn emphatically that there is a principle of ‘poetic justice’ operative in the Divine government of the earth’s peoples. This is the distinctive contribution of this Edom prophecy. Obadiah, let us remember it well, is the prophet of poetic justice.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

Just as the prophet predicted, the Edomites have ceased to exist upon the face of the earth. The city of Petra eventually became their home, and in 312 B.C., Antigonus, one of the generals under Alexander the Great, defeated Petra and its inhabitants. Later, during the Maccabaen Period, what remnant was left was killed or absorbed into other groups.

With regard to the truth of this prophecy, notice not only that there is a clear truth, but notice also that:


B. There is a corresponding truth

Going all the way back to Saul, Edom presents a picture or type of the flesh. Its arrogance, and dependence, and willingness to trade the spiritual for the carnal are consistently evidenced in the Word of God.

In a typical sense, Obadiah predicts the ultimate judgment of those who live according to the flesh. In Romans 8:7-8, Paul says, “Because the carnal mind is enmity against God: for it is not subject to the law of God, neither indeed can be. So then they that are in the flesh cannot please God.” He goes on in verse 13, and adds, “For if ye live after the flesh, ye shall die: but if ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds of the body, ye shall live.”

Obadiah reminds us that if we don’t put to death our Edomite, sinful flesh through Christ, then we, along with our flesh, will be put to death by the judgment of God.

As with other prophetic writers, Obadiah is not all gloom and doom. His prophecy ends with a hopeful tone. He says in verse 17, “But upon mount Zion shall be deliverance, and there shall be holiness; and the house of Jacob shall possess their possessions.”

In contrast to the prideful wickedness of Edom is the humble submission of the Messiah who will one day subdue all His enemies, and rule His people in righteousness and peace.
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