
Session 9: Obadiah - the prophet who brought comfort

So far we have seen how the prophets foretold that one day that the Lord would bring
disaster on His people. They delivered a consistent message for many, many years - and
most of the time they were ignored. But one day the Lord did act, in a way that was more
terrible than most people could ever have imagined. In 587 BC Nebuchadnezzar captured
Jerusalem, killed the king and his family, destroyed the temple and carried off the leaders
into exile. 

Read  Lamentations  2:8-22.  Did  Jerusalem  deserve  such  terrible  suffering?  Is  there
anything we can learn from the disaster that overcame the city?

The book of Lamentations is probably the hardest book in the Bible to read. It is not simply
that the enemies of Israel took their chance to destroy the city (v.16). It was the fact that
the Lord Himself  determined to act  against  Jerusalem (v.8).  The result was atrocity that
affected every level of society, and every age. Yet there were clues. The Lord simply carried
out the warning He had given again and again and again (v.17). 

We tend to think that ignoring God's word is just simply a matter of failing to read the Bible.
But it's not. It is about building up a way of life that goes against God's plans and purposes
for us. It leads to a society where injustice flourishes, the rich get richer and the poor get
poorer. And history shows that such a society always in the end breaks down. That is true of
nations and empires. It is also true of churches that turn away from God's word and listen
instead to false teaching (v.15). The consequences of sin are uglier and deeper than we like
to imagine, and the result means that everyone suffers. 

What made the fall of Jerusalem even worse was that Jerusalem's close neighbours joined
in.  Over on the east side of  the river  Jordan lay the kingdom of  Edom. It  was a  rocky,
mountainous region whose inhabitants were descended from Esau, the brother of Isaac.
There  had  been  centuries  of  rivalry  and  warfare  between  Israel  and  Edom,  and  when
Jerusalem fell, Edom saw its opportunity to assert its dominance. 

It's at this point that the prophet Obadiah emerges. We know nothing about this prophet.
There are several people called Obadiah in the Bible, the name means simply "servant of the
Lord."  His  prophesy  is  the  shortest  book  in  the  Old  Testament  and  yet  it  was  of  vital
importance to the shattered people of Jerusalem, a message that the Lord was going to deal
with their enemies and even now would one day restore His people. 

Read Obadiah (it's between Amos and Jonah!)

Look at verses 1-9. While Jerusalem was being destroyed, Edom was watching on feeling
secure and safe. What were the sources of their false confidence? Where do people find
their security today? 

The people of Edom found confidence in their isolated position high up in the mountains
(vv.3-4)  and  in  their  wisdom and  understanding  (v.8).  They  thought  that  nothing  could
possible happen to them. Yet unknown to them, disaster would fall (vv.5-7). Surely there's a



warning here for those individuals and those nations who pride themselves on anything else
than trust in the Lord - for example, in their wealth and their status, or in their wisdom and
their  understanding.  For  them,  the  idea  the  Lord  will  judge  them  is  nothing  short  of
ridiculous. Yet the Lord will judge, and He will have every right to do so. 

Look at verses 10-14. How did Edom behave when Jerusalem was captured? Why did they
act in this way? 

Edom knew what was happening and not only looked on, but rejoiced. Indeed they joined in
with the plunder (v.13) and ambushed the survivors (v.14). For us, this may all seem very
remote, but there are too many parts of the world today where simmering ethnic tensions
result in exactly the same behaviour - think of Northern Ireland, think of Rwanda, think of
the Middle East today. It's not usually people who are complete strangers that are enemies
to us. It's people whom we know but who are different from us in some way. When we have
the opportunity, we like to show them who's superior. 

Look at verses 15-16. What was the principle by which the Lord was going to judge the
nations? How does this principle still apply to us today?

The key sentence is in verse 15: As you have done, it will be done to you; your deeds will
return upon your own head. It points forward to Jesus' own teaching in Matthew 7:1. The
measure that we use to judge others will be the measure by which we will be judged. This
does not mean we will automatically see retribution fall on us. But if we show no pity and
compassion towards others, the Lord will show no pity and compassion towards us. That is
the point Obadiah is making in verse 16. The Edomites drank and drank in Jerusalem as they
celebrated their victory. One day the nations would come and celebrate in exactly the same
way in the kingdom of Edom.

Obadiah was addressing the people of Jerusalem who were crushed and desperate. How
would verses 17-21 provide hope and comfort?

At the moment Jerusalem and its temple were nothing but rubble. But one day on Mount
Zion there would be deliverance (v.17). For those who heard Obadiah's message this would
have sounded like an almost impossible promise that one day the temple would be rebuilt.
Yet  that  is  exactly  what  happened.  But  like  with  so  many  Old  Testament  prophecies
Obadiah's words were not pointing forward only to a physical rebuilding. In this season as
we prepare for Easter we are remembering that one day a great spiritual deliverance took
place in Jerusalem exactly in fulfilment of these words. Obadiah talks about the extension of
the Israelite  kingdom to surrounding  nations.  We can see how ultimately  one day  that
thanks to the deliverance Jesus brought us the kingdom of God would extend to all nations. 

Now to Obadiah's hearers all this must have seemed too good to be true. But Obadiah ends
with a solemn declaration: The kingdom will be the Lord's. That is the declaration on which
they  and indeed we are  called  to  live  our  lives,  even when we feel  most  crushed and
desperate. So as we finish this session, spend some time reflecting on the state of the world
today,  and  then  with  faith  and  confidence  praying  the  Lord's  Prayer  that  our  Father's
kingdom might indeed come and His will be done here on earth, as it is in heaven.   


