
Theme. Obadiah’s theme is indifference, a specific kind of indifference. We can
certainly be indifferent to many things, perhaps to the ways of the world and the
frivolous things that the world values. But the indifference that Obadiah condemns
is indifference to God’s things, especially God’s people. We cannot stand aloof, as
Obadiah puts it, while others harm God’s people and carry off their wealth.
Indifference is fine when its subject is the distracting or useless thing. Indifference
is fatal when its subject is the essential concerns of God.

Author. History tells us nothing of Obadiah, the author of this shortest book of
the Hebrew Bible. Twelve other Hebrew Bible figures bear that name, meaning
worshipper of Yahweh, but no evidence suggests their connection to this book. The
book’s twenty-one total verses leave only bare inferences, at best, of where and
when Obadiah might have lived. Obadiah’s prophetic target Edom was to Judah’s
south, in what is now southwestern Jordan. Obadiah’s prophetic concern was
Jerusalem and Edom’s treatment of Jews fleeing from Judah. Those clues may
suggest that Obadiah wrote from Judah, even Jerusalem. Edom’s participation in the
attacks of stronger Philistines on Judah may indicate the book’s date as early as 840
B.C., in which case the book would be the earliest of the minor prophets.

Context. Obadiah’s target Edom was too weak to carry out its own military
conquest of Judah, even to attack Jerusalem in Judah’s north. That weakness makes
Edom a peculiar target for Obadiah’s condemnations except in one respect: Edom
could stand by, watch stronger nations plunder Jerusalem, and then harass and raid
Jews as they fled Judah. This context, national and military more than historical and
spiritual, is critical to appreciating Obadiah’s prophecy against indifference.
Sometimes, the greater sin is in standing by among the hecklers while others carry
out the unrighteous attack.

Structure. Obadiah uses his spare twenty-one verses well, still offering clear
structure. Obadiah first supplies the character evidence against Edom, that its
people are prideful, arrogant, and violent toward their brothers, thinking that they
soar while God prepares to bring them down. Obadiah’s second part makes the
charge that Edom has been indifferent to its neighbor Judah’s suffering, looking
down on Judah while becoming one of Judah’s oppressors. Obadiah’s third part is to
reach God’s verdict against Edom and to pass sentence. Edom would become
stubble, never to rise again, just as the day of the Lord is near for all nations, over
whom God will stand in judgment.

Key Events. The single key event in Obadiah’s brief prophesy is the Lord’s word
to Edom. Obadiah’s prophecy embeds within that word several past and future
events. The nations rose against Judah in battle. Small and weak Edom, in her pride,



had allied with those nations against Judah, expecting that it would soar, when
instead God would turn those nations against Edom. Edom had stood aside when
those nations attacked Judah, gloating over Judah’s misfortune, and becoming like
her attackers. Edom had stood by the crossroads to cut down the fleeing Jews, the
result of which would be that God would destroy Edom. Edom, history confirms,
disappeared from earth’s face, never heard from again.

Key Locations. As the prior paragraph indicates, Obadiah’s prophetic target
Edom was to Judah’s south, below the Dead Sea, in what is now southwestern
Jordan. Edom would have stood in the path of Jews fleeing south and west, around
the Dead Sea’s southern end, to avoid the strong Philistines attacking from the west
and violent Assyrians, Moabites, and others attacking from the north and northeast.
Edom may not have initiated wars against Judah, but it gladly accepted the role of
beneficiary from those wars, raiding the fleeing Jews of any treasures they might
have tried to carry with them. These location considerations are significant to
appreciating Obadiah’s unusual but valuable warning against indifference.

Revelation of Christ. As short of a book as Obadiah is, and as much as it focuses
on condemnation of the foreign nation Edom, it conceals its messianic message
more than other books. But the message is there. Obadiah refers to Judah at times as
Jacob and to Edom at times as Esau, invoking the Jacob/Esau brother relationship.
Jacob, the deceiver and younger, was nonetheless God’s chosen in grace. Esau, the
older and a man of appetite, was rejected but saved through the grace God showed
Jacob. And so, Jesus, Judah’s king, saves the non-Jews, the Gentiles, represented by
Edom. Obadiah hints at a remnant of Edom surviving, especially when connected
with the prior book Amos. We, too, are Judah’s beneficiaries, saved by their Christ
Jesus’s grace.

Application. Obadiah’s lesson to us is indeed a valuable one. We find easier
standing by out of the fray, not getting involved, than to stand alongside and stand
up for the oppressed. None of my business, we want to say, so that we can continue
to enjoy our comforts and pursue our pleasures. Yet Obadiah teaches us that in
doing so, we join the oppressors. One cannot be indifferent to injustice without
reaping its undue benefits. We must stand for the oppressed, especially for the
people of God when under attack from their oppressors.

Memory Verses. 3: “The pride of your heart has deceived you, you who live in
the clefts of the rocks and make your home on the heights, you who say to yourself,
‘Who can bring me down to the ground?’” 11: “On the day you stood aloof while
strangers carried off his wealth and foreigners entered his gates and cast lots for
Jerusalem, you were like one of them.” 12: “You should not gloat over your



brother in the day of his misfortune….” 15: “The day of the Lord is near for all
nations. As you have done, it will be done to you; your deeds will return upon your
own head.” 21: “Deliverers will go up on Mount Zion to govern the mountains of
Esau. And the kingdom will be the Lord’s.”


