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Hebrew Transliteration Scheme

Consonants Vowels

א ʾ ָב ā qāmeṣ

ב b ַב a pataḥ

ג g ֶב e sĕgôl

ד d ֵב ē ṣērê

ה h ִב i short ḥîreq

ו w ִב ī long ḥîreq written defectively

ז z ָב o qāmeṣ ḥāṭûp

ח ḥ בֹו ô hôlem written fully

ט ṭ בֹ ō hôlem written defectively

י y בּו û šûreq

כ ך k ֻב u short quibbûṣ

ל l ֻב ū long quibbûṣ written defectively

מ ם m a ה furtive pataḥ

נ ן n ָבה â final qāmeṣ hēʾ

ס s ֶבי ê sĕgôl yôd (ֶבּי = êy)
ע ʿ ֵבי ê ṣērê yôd (ֵבּי = êy)

פ ף p ִבי î ḥîreq yôd (ִבּי = îy)
צ ץ ṣ ָביו āyw

ק q ֲב ă ḥāṭēp pataḥ

ר r ֱב ĕ ḥāṭēp sĕgôl

ׂש ś ֳב ŏ ḥāṭēp qāmeṣ

ׁש š ְב ĕ vocal šĕwāʾ

ת t ְב – silent šĕwāʾ
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Introduction

The corpus of biblical books we call the 
Minor Prophets has not enjoyed great 
prominence in the history of biblical 
interpretation. It is not difficult to un-
derstand why this is so. Where is the 
edification for a modern Christian in a 
dirge celebrating the downfall of an an-
cient city? How can the gloomy forecasts 
of captivity for Israel and Judah lift the 
heart today? The Minor Prophets seem 
to have been preoccupied with nations 
and events that have little relevance to 
today’s world. How unlike the New Tes-
tament they are!

A careful study of these prophets, how-
ever, reveals that many of the themes 
they expound transit the Testaments. 
They speak of the love of God as well 
as his justice. Their prophecies are not 
all doom, but are often rich with hope. 
Hosea based his hope on God’s compas-
sion, while Joel envisioned a new era for 
the people of God. Amos spoke of the 
restoration of David’s collapsing mon-
archy, and Micah foresaw the coming 
Ruler whose birthplace would be the 
insignificant town of Bethlehem. The 
fact that these prophets often expressed 
themselves in culturally and historically 
conditioned forms that seem foreign to 
us should not diminish the force of their 
messages. This fact should challenge 
us to discover how the prophets faced 

the foreboding circumstances of their 
times, and how their words illumined 
the dark night of human rebellion and 
divine justice. Anyone who turns from 
reading the Minor Prophets hearing only 
words of recrimination and judgment has 
not read them fairly. Within the dismal 
events these prophets describe lurks the 
hand of God, and beyond these events is 
the bright prospect of a kingdom inaugu-
rated by One whom Zechariah portrays 
as suffering betrayal, piercing, and even-
tual death. The Minor Prophets are not 
as time-bound as we may think.

The purpose of this commentary is to 
clarify the messages of these spokesmen 
for God by bringing the reader into the 
structures of language in which these 
messages found expression. While readers 
who do not know Hebrew may find the 
Exegesis section imposing, the authors 
have translated the constructions so that 
these readers may comprehend the dis-
cussion and have access to the Hebrew 
text. The readers may thus observe more 
deeply how the author has grappled with 
the problems of the text. Readers of En-
glish commentaries do not always have 
access to this level of interpretation.

The translations in parentheses follow-
ing each Hebrew construction are keyed 
to the Author’s Translation. This transla-
tion, which appears in the left column of 
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each translation page, is a literal rendition 
of the section that follows. The column 
on the right contains the translation of 
the New Revised Standard Version. The 
reader thus has at hand two perspectives 
on the sense of the text.

The Exposition section is designed to 
amplify the conclusions reached in the 
Exegesis section. The authors frequently 
discuss related theological and herme-
neutical issues in the Exposition. The 
Hebrew appears in transliteration here. 
This alerts the reader who knows Hebrew 
to the constructions the author discusses 
without encumbering the reader who 
does not know Hebrew with unfamiliar 
Hebrew characters. It also aids the reader 
by facilitating pronunciation of the He-
brew constructions. The preacher will 
find in this section observations on the 
text that will stimulate ideas for using 
the Minor Prophets in contemporary 
preaching.

The Hebrew scholar, as well as the 
student of Hebrew, will appreciate the 
depth of interaction with the Hebrew text 
that characterizes the Exegesis section. 
The authors have made every effort to 

utilize the highest standards of scholarly 
exegesis, and to interact with the cur-
rent literature throughout their commen-
taries. The helpful introductions to the 
commentaries cover issues that touch on 
various aspects of the prophecy on which 
each author has written.

The editor and authors present this 
work to the world of biblical scholarship 
with the hope that it will contribute to a 
deeper understanding of the messages of 
the Minor Prophets and their relevance 
for us today. If this commentary causes 
the voices of these ancient men of God to 
ring with greater clarity in a world that 
sorely needs spiritual and moral strength, 
the effort will have been worthwhile.

I wish to express my appreciation to 
the authors for their scholarly contribu-
tions, their cooperation, and patience 
throughout the years in which this work 
has been in preparation. I owe a debt of 
gratitude to Allan Fisher of Baker Book 
House for his encouragement.

Thomas Edward McComiskey 
Hawthorn Woods, Illinois 

1991
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495

 

Obadiah

 

Introduction

 

Background

 

The Book of Obadiah has its roots in the birth of the twins
Jacob and Esau to Isaac and Rebekah. Genesis 25 tells us that
when Rebekah asked the meaning of the struggle in her womb
the Lord told her:

 

Two nations are in your womb,
and two peoples born of you shall be divided;

the one shall be stronger than the other,
the elder shall serve the younger.    (Gen. 25:23)

 

The fulfillment of this prophecy began when Esau sold his birth-
right to Jacob for some lentil stew (Gen. 25:34), called “red” in
Genesis 25:30 (“let me eat some of that red stuff”). The word 

 

red

 

in Hebrew is 

 

,

 

a

 

µ

 

do

 

m

 

m

 

, used in a play on Edom’s name in verse 30:
“Therefore he was called Edom (

 

,

 

e

 

∫

 

dôm

 

).”
The only patriarchal blessing left for Esau related to the nation

of which he became the progenitor:

 

See, away from the fatness of the earth shall your home be,
and away from the dew of heaven on high.

By your sword you shall live,
and you shall serve your brother;

but when you break loose,
you shall break his yoke from your neck.    (Gen. 27:39–40)

 

Realized in the establishment of the nation Edom in rocky fast-
ness, the blessing on Esau may seem a mixed blessing, yet the
Lord proved faithful to Esau’s descendants. For example, Deuter-
onomy 2:12 states that “the Horim [i.e., Hurrians] had formerly
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inhabited Seir, but the descendants of Esau dispossessed them,
destroying them and settling in their place.” Verses 21–22 affirm
that it was Yahweh who destroyed Edom’s enemies.

Yahweh’s protection of the Edomites is apparent also in his
refusal to allow the Israelites to occupy their territory:

 

Then the L

 

ORD

 

 said to me: “You have been skirting this hill country long
enough. Head north, and charge the people as follows: You are about to pass
through the territory of your kindred, the descendants of Esau, who live in
Seir. They will be afraid of you, so, be very careful not to engage in battle
with them, for I will not give you even so much as a foot’s length of their
land, since I have given Mount Seir to Esau as a possession. You shall pur-
chase food from them for money, so that you may eat; and you shall also
buy water from them for money, so that you may drink.”    (Deut. 2:2–6)

 

Edom, however, refused to allow Israel passage. Moreover, the
Edomites “came out against them with a large force, heavily
armed. . . . So Israel turned away from them” (Num. 20:20–21;
see 20:14–21).

The intensity of this fraternal hatred—which was an outwork-
ing of the animosity manifested by ancestral Esau for Jacob—is
first seen in Esau’s resolve to kill Jacob after losing his birthright
to him (Gen. 27:41). The same spirit of rebellion and hatred
reemerged later when Edom revolted against the kingdom of
Judah (2 Kings 8:20–22 || 2 Chron. 21:8–10), thus fulfilling the
prediction of Isaac that Esau would “break loose” from his
brother (Gen. 27:40). That Israel and Edom shared a common her-
itage may be seen in the practice of circumcision—the sign of the
Abrahamic covenant (Gen. 17:9–14)—by the lineal descendants
of both brothers. Edom’s rejection of its “covenant of kinship”
with Israel was denounced by Amos (1:11–12) as well as by Oba-
diah.

This covenantal background plays a major role in the Book of
Obadiah. The book is in fact a covenant lawsuit against Edom for
its violation of fraternal relations. The Edomites’ violation of the
covenant of kinship with Israel is, no doubt, the reason that
Edom is mentioned in the Bible more than any other hostile
nation (except the superpowers Egypt, Assyria, and Babylon).
Covenantal issues clearly form the background of the Book of
Obadiah, containing, as it does, a great many elements reflecting
the covenantal perspective of the ancient Near East.

 

Date

 

The date of this book is difficult to determine. There have been
numerous suggestions, ranging from preexilic (especially the lat-
ter half of the ninth century 

 

B

 

.

 

C

 

.: Keil, 

 

Minor Prophets

 

, p. 349;
Orelli, 

 

Minor Prophets

 

, p. 158; Young, 

 

Introduction

 

, p. 260; Kai-
ser, 

 

Old Testament Theology

 

, p. 47) to early exilic (toward the

 
01-vol.2 Obad intro FK  Page 496  Monday, September 20, 2010  11:51 AM

Thomas Edward McComiskey, The Minor Prophets Volume Two
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2018. Used by permission.



 

Obadiah

 

497

 

middle of the sixth century 

 

B

 

.

 

C

 

.: Smith, 

 

Twelve Prophets

 

, pp.
172–73; Rudolph, 

 

Obadja

 

, p. 298 [shortly after 587]; Stuart,

 

Hosea–Jonah

 

, p. 404 [“580s or shortly thereafter”]) to postexilic
(in the earlier half of the fifth century or the end of the sixth cen-
tury 

 

B

 

.

 

C

 

.: Wellhausen, 

 

Skizzen und Vorarbeiten

 

, p. 214 [shortly
before mid-fifth century 

 

B

 

.

 

C

 

.]; Pfeiffer, 

 

Introduction

 

, p. 586; Allen,

 

Obadiah

 

, p. 131 [“probably . . . in the early postexilic period”]).
Scholars who hold a preexilic date for the Book of Obadiah

place its events in either the reign of Jehoram (852–841 

 

B

 

.

 

C

 

.) or
the reign of Ahaz (732–716 

 

B

 

.

 

C

 

.). The former view understands
Obadiah’s castigation of Edom to relate to the Edomite revolt,
with the attacks of the Philistines and Arabs occurring during the
reign of Jehoram (2 Chron. 21:8–17). The latter choice has in view
the Edomite invasion of Judah during the reign of Ahaz (2 Chron.
28:16–18). Scholars who support an exilic date assume that Oba-
diah was eyewitness to the fall of Jerusalem in 587 

 

B

 

.

 

C

 

., which
accounts for his passionate outburst against Edom. They also
point to the perspective that the book seems to share with Psalm
137:7, Lamentations 4:18–22, and Ezekiel 25:12–14 and 35:1–15.
The postexilic date assumes that the catastrophe that befell
Edom had already occurred and that the book is a 

 

vaticinium ex
eventu

 

 (i.e., a so-called prophecy made after the event) based on
the ravaging of Edom by Nabatean Arabs—a process that had
ended by 312 

 

B

 

.

 

C

 

., when the Edomite capital finally came under
Nabatean control.

This range of proposed dates spans the possible terminuses.
The preexilic date places the early terminus in the reign of Jeho-
ram (2 Kings 8:17). Since Amos 1:6–8, 11–12 mentions Edomite
collusion with the Philistine attackers, a time proximate to this
event seems a reasonable 

 

terminus a quo

 

 for the dating of Oba-
diah. On the other hand, Malachi 1:3 (mid-fifth century 

 

B

 

.

 

C

 

.)
speaks of Edom as “a desolation . . . and a desert for jackals.”
Malachi’s prophecy appears to be a reasonable 

 

terminus ad quem

 

for dating the book.
The postexilic date has the advantage of grounding Obadiah’s

words in concrete events. Either the prophet proclaims what will
occur, because events are moving in that direction, or he uses
predictive language in relation to an event that has already
occurred. This latter suggestion, however, makes it difficult to
understand the negative statements in verses 12–14, in which the
prophet commands Edom not to gloat over the disaster of Yah-
weh’s people, not to take part in their plunder, and not to cut off
their fugitives or hand over their survivors to the foe. It is diffi-
cult to understand these prohibitions to have anything other than
a future event in view. The 

 

NRSV

 

 translates the prohibitions as
perfects, but this is grammatically untenable. Allen attempts to
soften the force of these verses by arguing that “in highly imagi-
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native fashion the prophet speaks of events in the past as if they
were still present” (

 

Obadiah

 

, pp. 156–57). On the other hand,
Keil observes that Obadiah is warning Edom not to do again what
she had already done in Jehoram’s day (

 

Minor Prophets

 

, pp. 348,
363). It is clear from Amos 1:11 that Edom had already behaved
viciously toward Israel.

We find evidence of Edom’s hostility also in Psalm 83:2–9 [1–
8]. Many scholars have observed that Psalm 83 (as well as Psalms
74 and 79) must have been written by an Asaph different from
the one to whom Psalms 50, 73, 76, and 78 are assigned (perhaps
also 75, 77, and 82). This observation may be correct, but many
scholars also assign Psalms 74, 79, and 83 to an exilic date, which
is quite impossible for Psalm 83 (and probably also for 74 and 79).
Internal evidence in Psalm 83 shows that Assyria was a military
power strong enough to aid the smaller nations hostile to Israel
(“Assyria also has joined them; / they are the strong arm of the
children of Lot,” Ps. 83:9 [8]), which circumstance was impossi-
ble in the time of Nebuchadnezzar. Moreover, Psalms 74, 79, and
83 clearly speak from the perspective of a nation that has been
beaten down by the enemy but not totally destroyed. Even the
statement in Psalm 79:7 that “they have devoured Jacob / and
laid waste his habitation” occurs in a context that expects imme-
diate redress and help from the Lord (“Let your compassion come
speedily to meet us, / for we are brought very low,” Ps. 79:8; see
also vv. 12–13). This is similar to the other two psalms that call
for national salvation (Ps. 74:18–22; 83:2, 10–19 [1, 9–18]), a call
that would have made little sense in the days of the exile when
the nation-state had ceased to exist. In addition, there is little
mention of national sin (see Ps. 79:5), for which the enemy incur-
sions are a judgment (as is the case in Lamentations, for exam-
ple). Indeed, Psalm 74:1 wonders why God is judging his inheri-
tance—a question that no one would have needed to ask in the
days of the exile. The enemies are spoken of in these psalms not
so much as God’s instruments of judgment, but as his enemies
(Ps. 74:23; 79:12; 83:3 [2]). They are also the enemies of God’s
people (Ps. 74:10), against whom he is expected to act for the sake
of his name (Ps. 74:10, 18; 79:9–10), just as he acted in the exodus
(Ps. 74:13–15a), the conquest (Ps. 74:15b), and the days of the
judges (Ps. 83:10–13 [9–12]). Psalm 74 is the only one of these
psalms that seems to contain evidence for an exilic date: namely,
the burning and destruction of the sanctuary (74:3–7) and the
absence of prophets in the land (74:9). And, although the absence
of prophets might be hyperbole, the destruction of the sanctuary
is not likely so.

On the basis of internal evidence, then, we conclude that the
date of Psalm 74 is in doubt. It seems best, however, to assign
Psalms 79 and 83 to a preexilic date, but some time after David,
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since no such calamities are known in David’s day. Since Psalm
83 indicates a collusion of the same foes who attacked during
Jehoram’s reign (Philistia, Tyre, Arabia [called Hagar in Ps. 83:7
[6]], and Edom), it may be best to assign these psalms to a time
after this attack and to view Psalms 79 and 83 as reflecting on it.
The destruction that they describe gives a picture of the sort of
damage wrought by Edom and the others with whom she con-
spired:

 

O God, the nations have come into your inheritance;
they have defiled your holy temple;
they have laid Jerusalem in ruins.

They have given the bodies of your servants
to the birds of the air for food,
the flesh of your faithful to the wild animals of the earth.    

(Ps. 79:1–2)

 

These psalms apparently picture Edom’s hostility before Oba-
diah began to prophesy. In fact, Edom repeated such acts, for dur-
ing the reign of Ahaz “the Edomites had again invaded and
defeated Judah, and carried away captives” (2 Chron. 28:17). Be-
cause of Edom’s history of incessant anger toward God’s people,
Obadiah commands Edom not to “rejoice over the sons of Judah
/ on the day of their destruction” (v. 12), not to “lay a hand on
his possessions” (v. 13), and not to “stand at the fork / to cut off
his fugitives” (v. 14). As Keil perceives, “If the act already per-
formed was but one single outbreak of a prevailing disposition,
and 

 

might be repeated on every fresh occasion

 

, and possibly had
already shown itself more than once, a warning against such an
act could neither be regarded as out of place, nor as particularly
striking” (

 

Minor Prophets

 

, p. 348; italics added).
This review of the evidence shows the reasonableness of a pre-

exilic date for Obadiah. The exilic date, on the other hand,
despite apparent advantages, has the same difficulty as the post-
exilic date. It explains the strength of Obadiah’s outburst against
Edom, for if Obadiah actually witnessed the sack of Jerusalem, he
would have been able to write all the more passionately about it.
Ezekiel wrote as he did because he was contemporary with the
fall of Judah. But it is as arbitrary to imply that a prophet could
not write passionately about future events as it is to state that a
writer of fiction cannot write passionately about events that
never occurred. In any case, Ezekiel was not an eyewitness to the
fall of Jerusalem. In fact, Ezekiel’s prophecy sounds more like an
echo of Obadiah’s warnings to Edom not to “hand over [the Isra-
elite] survivors / on a day of distress” (v. 14):

 

Because you cherished an ancient enmity, and gave over the people of Isra-
el to the power of the sword at the time of their calamity, at the time of
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their final punishment; therefore, as I live, says the Lord G

 

OD

 

, I will prepare
you for blood, and blood shall pursue you; since you did not hate blood-
shed, bloodshed shall pursue you.    (Ezek. 35:5–6)

 

Another piece of evidence for an early date for Obadiah is its
placement among the Minor Prophets. While this is not decisive
evidence, it is still worthy of note that Obadiah is grouped with
the preexilic prophets, rather than with the exilic and postexilic
prophets.

The relationship between Obadiah and Jeremiah is also signifi-
cant. Jeremiah’s penchant for borrowing phrases and figures of
speech from earlier prophets is well known (as Keil has suffi-
ciently demonstrated; 

 

Minor Prophets

 

, p. 340) and his relation-
ship to Obadiah forms no exception. This is a practice that Jere-
miah employs in his use of phraseology from Deuteronomy.
Rowley (“Prophet Jeremiah,” p. 170) notes:

 

It is sometimes claimed that Jeremiah was so original a person that it is an-
tecedently improbable that he was a copier from Deuteronomy. This pure-
ly a priori argument is of little weight. The most original English writer
might be forgiven for referring to Habeas Corpus, and Jeremiah’s originali-
ty is not called in question if he shows some knowledge of the provisions
of the newly found law-book. Nor is his originality called in question by
his use of some of the phrases of Deuteronomy. . . . The vocabulary and
style of Jeremiah were, like every author’s, in large measure those of his
age, and a book which was believed to be a divinely given law might be ex-
pected to exercise a profound influence on the style of writers in the age
when it became known.

 

Similar observations may apply with regard to Jeremiah’s use of
phraseology from Isaiah, Amos, and Obadiah.

It has been widely recognized that the material in Obadiah has
more the appearance of an original than the fragments dispersed
in Jeremiah, because the verses in Obadiah form a unified oracle
with a sequence and an inner connection, while in Jeremiah they
are scattered among other matters (Keil, 

 

Minor Prophets

 

, pp.
340–41; Driver, 

 

Introduction

 

, p. 319; Orelli, 

 

Minor Prophets

 

, pp.
156–7). Many who recognize this ignore its implications when
they suggest that both Obadiah and Jeremiah make use of an
extant oracle written by an earlier prophet or that both make use
of earlier verses that were in circulation (Ewald, 

 

Prophets

 

, p. 278;
Driver, 

 

Introduction

 

, pp. 319–20; Stuart, 

 

Hosea–Jonah

 

, pp. 414–
15). Such an 

 

ad hoc

 

 suggestion, however, lacks sufficient evi-
dence.

The suggestion that oral tradition had a role in the variations
between Obadiah and Jeremiah is also questionable (

 

pace

 

 Wolff,
“Obadja,” p. 281). Similar variations exist in the annals of
Tiglath-pileser I (1114–1076 

 

B

 

.

 

C

 

.) and his grandson Tukulti-
Ninurta II (890–884 

 

B

 

.

 

C

 

.) as part of a well-structured, literary tra-
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dition (for the phenomena of phraseological continuity and varia-
tion in Assyrian royal annals and inscriptions, see Borger, 

 

Einlei-
tung

 

; and Schramm, 

 

Einleitung

 

). Such evidence, along with what
we now know from Egyptian and Babylonian literary sources,
should lay to rest any speculations about the supposed role of
oral tradition in the formation of ancient documents, including
the books of the Old Testament. Certainly there is no need to
posit such between Obadiah and Jeremiah.

On the other hand, there is another piece of evidence that indi-
cates the priority of Obadiah to Jeremiah, that is, the absence of
Obadiah 10–14 from Jeremiah. If, as many observe, these verses
refer to Edom 

 

after

 

 the fall of Jerusalem, they would have been
appropriate in Jeremiah 49. But because these verses are injunc-
tions against 

 

future

 

 conduct, they are appropriate in the Book of
Obadiah, which predates the Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem.
Jeremiah, who wrote his oracle against Edom after the fall of
Jerusalem (Jer. 39), had no reason to employ such injunctions,
since Edom had already committed the acts that Obadiah 12–14
had warned them not to commit.

Another factor in this discussion is the dependence of Joel on
Obadiah, for example, Joel 3:5 [2:32], which is based on Obadiah
17. Obadiah states: 

 

ûbhar s

 

≥

 

îyôn tihyeh pe

 

∫

 

lêt

 

≥

 

â

 

 (but on Mount
Zion there will be deliverance), which Joel 3:5 [2:32] recognizes
as a previously uttered word of Yahweh: 

 

kî be

 

∫

 

har-s

 

≥

 

îyôn
ûbîrûs

 

˙

 

a

 

µ

 

laim tihyeh pe

 

∫

 

lêt

 

≥

 

â ka

 

,

 

a

 

∫

 

s

 

˙

 

er 

 

,

 

a

 

µ

 

mar yhwh

 

 (for in Mount
Zion and in Jerusalem there shall be those who escape, as the
L

 

ORD has said). Young (Introduction, pp. 254–257), in agreement
with Keil (Minor Prophets, p. 344) and Orelli (Minor Prophets, pp.
73–78), dates Joel after Obadiah and before Amos, specifically in
the reign of Joash (837–800 B.C.). Orelli (Minor Prophets, p. 76)
observes, “Decisive evidence of the pre-exilic origin of [Joel] is
found in the literary references to it.” Among these are the
dependence of Ezekiel 30:2–3 on Joel 1:15 and 2:1–2; Jeremiah
25:30–31 on Joel 4:11, 16 [3:11, 16]; Isaiah 66:18 on Joel 4:2 [3:2];
Amos 1:2 on Joel 4:16 [3:16]; and Amos 9:13 on Joel 4:18 [3:18]
(Orelli, pp. 76–77). Circumstantial evidence also supports this
date, as Orelli notes (p. 75).

Historical considerations lend further support to a date close
to the time of Jehoram. During Jehoram’s reign the Edomites
rebelled (2 Kings 8:20–22 || 2 Chron. 21:8–10) and may have
planned a massacre of the Judeans in their land (Joel 4:19 [3:19]).
Philistines and Arabs acting in league entered Jerusalem, plun-
dering the palace and carrying off the royal household (2 Chron.
21:16–17). They plundered the temple also (Joel 4:5 [3:5]) and sold
the people into slavery (Joel 4:3, 6 [3:3, 6]; Amos 1:6, 9). Edomite
complicity in these events is well established (Amos 1:6–8, 11–
12) and is apparently in view in Obadiah 10–14. It is this back-
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ground on which the prophet draws to warn Edom against simi-
lar conduct in the future.

A date during the time of Jehoram or shortly thereafter seems
reasonable for the Book of Obadiah. The book’s placement in the
canon, its relationship to Jeremiah and Joel, and historical con-
siderations all point in this direction. As we noted, the negative
commands of verses 12–14 are significant for the preexilic dating
of Obadiah and must relate to a future event. It would make no
sense for Obadiah to command Edom not to do something it
could not do, which is what Obadiah would be doing if he wrote
during or after the exile. Also, while in exile in Babylon, Israel
was in no position to have its gate entered, its possessions
grabbed, or its fugitives cut off by Edom.

Author

Most scholars doubt that little more can be known about Oba-
diah than his name, <ombadyâ, which is a short form of <ombadyaµhû.
Both names comprise the word <ebed (servant) plus yhwh (Yah-
weh), the covenant name of God, and mean “the servant of
Yah(weh).”

It has been traditionally held (Keil, Minor Prophets, p. 337)
that the Obadiah who wrote this prophecy was the same Obadiah
in Ahab’s service who encountered Elijah (1 Kings 18:3–16). But
modern commentators have been reluctant to identify the author
as that Obadiah. The traditional view may be correct, however. It
is true that the name of our prophet is <ombadyâ, whereas the
name of Ahab’s servant was <ombadyaµhû. But this constitutes no
objection, for a person could be known by both the shorter and
longer forms of his name. For example, the prophet Elijah’s name
appears in both shorter and longer forms: ,eµlîyâ in 2 Kings 1:3, 4,
8, 12 and ,eµlîyahû in 2 Kings 1:10, 13, 15, 17. Likewise, Jere-
miah’s name appears in both forms in his own book: yirme∫yâ in
27:1, 28:5, and 29:1 and yirme∫yaµhû in 1:1, 7:1, and 11:1.

The narrative in which Obadiah meets Elijah (1 Kings 18:1–15)
tells several things about Obadiah. That he “revered the LORD

greatly” (1 Kings 18:3) is confirmed when he himself tells Elijah,
“I your servant have revered the LORD from my youth” (1 Kings
18:12). We also read that “when Jezebel was killing off the proph-
ets of the LORD, Obadiah took a hundred prophets, hid them fifty
to a cave, and provided them with bread and water” (1 Kings
18:4). Obadiah himself confirms this report later in the narrative
(1 Kings 18:13). It is clear from this that Obadiah’s fear of the
Lord led him to honor the Lord’s prophets. In particular, Obadiah
showed his respect for the Lord’s prophets by bowing before Eli-
jah when he saw him: “Obadiah recognized him, fell on his face,
and said, ‘Is it you, my lord Elijah?’” (1 Kings 18:7).
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We cannot be sure of the identification of the author of this
book, but there is no question that he was a devoted Yahwist. He
believed firmly in Yahweh’s intervention in history and in the
ultimate vindication of God’s people. The Spirit of God, who
gave him faith, also gave him utterance (2 Pet. 1:20–21).

Poetic Devices

Whoever Obadiah was, he possessed literary skills appropriate
to his calling. He had a repertoire of poetic devices that earn him
an honorable place among the writing prophets. Among the qual-
ities of his work, we find not only facility with the various
devices of parallelism, but also a capacity for imagery, rhetorical
questions, irony, and repetition.

Obadiah’s ability to convey a point with striking imagery is
perhaps best found in his early challenge to Edom:

Though you build as high as the eagle,
and though your eyrie be set among the stars,
from there I will bring you down!—
oracle of the LORD.    (v. 4)

Obadiah also combines imagery with repetition and irony, as
seen in his description of Edom’s destruction in verse 5:

If robbers came to you,
if plunderers by night
(oh how you have been destroyed!)
would they not rob only enough for themselves?

If grape-gatherers came to you,
would they not leave gleanings?

We see further evidence of prophetic irony in Obadiah’s dis-
cussion of Edom’s treaty partners:

They have sent you to the border,
all your covenant allies.

They have deceived you, they have had their way with you,
your peace-pact allies.

They have rendered your covenant meal
a wound in your under parts.

There is no understanding in him!    (v. 7)

This use of irony is particularly intense because, whereas the
covenant meal was meant to affirm the kinship of the peace-pact
allies, it became a wound in the “under parts” of Edom (see the
Exegesis of v. 7). The same irony includes all nations, for Oba-
diah was not a prophet to Edom alone:
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For the day of the LORD is near
upon all nations.

As you have done, it shall be done to you.
What you have dealt out shall return upon your own head.    

(v. 15)

This irony is clear: “As you have done, it shall be done to you.”
Indeed, we see reflected in Edom’s (and the nations’) downfall
the wisdom of Jesus’ warning: “Do to others as you would have
them do to you” (Luke 6:31). Obadiah reinforces the point in the
next verse:

For just as you have drunk on my holy mountain,
all the nations shall drink continually

and drink and swallow,
and be as though they had not been.    (v. 16)

Here, the prophet ironically uses the verb drink in two different
senses: formerly, Edom has drunk in a carousal of victory over Is-
rael on the Lord’s mountain. But in the future, Edom and all the
nations will “drink” the cup of the Lord’s judgment and become
“as though they had not been.”

In repeating the verb drink (ṡaµtâ) in verse 16 and the particle if
(,im) in verse 5, Obadiah shows himself a master of the art of rhe-
torical repetition, which we see elsewhere in the Old Testament,
from the phraseological repetitions of Moses in Deuteronomy to
the verse-structuring repetitions of Isaiah (e.g., 2:6–9, 12–16;
44:24–28). Obadiah’s effective use of repetition appears in the
pronouncement of guilt in verses 11–14. He repeats the phrase on
a/the day to link Edom’s past behavior (v. 11) with stern injunc-
tions against the repetition of such behavior in the future; and he
uses negative commands to emphasize God’s warning against
any such future behavior:

11 On the day you stood aside—
[on] a day when strangers carried off his wealth

and foreigners entered his gate
and cast lots for Jerusalem—
you were just like one of them.

12 But do not gloat over the day of your brother
on the day of his misfortune.

And do not rejoice over the sons of Judah
on the day of their destruction.

And do not boast
on a day of distress.

13 Do not enter the gate of my people
on the day of their disaster.

Do not gloat—you, too!—over his calamity
on the day of his disaster.
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Do not lay a hand on his possessions
on the day of his disaster.

14 And do not stand at the fork
to cut off his fugitives.

And do not hand over his survivors
on a day of distress.

The force of the repetitions increases toward the end, as the
prophet repeats the phrase on the day of their/his disaster three
times in verse 13 and echoes it with the phrase on a day of dis-
tress in verse 14.

Other poetical devices include paronomasia, such as the play
between naµkrîm (foreigners) in verse 11 and naµkrô (his misfor-
tune) in verse 12. This pun underscores that “foreigners” will
bring about Edom’s “misfortune.” Other word plays involve the
reuse of the same word in a different sense. In verse 16, Obadiah
repeats the verb drink, but with a different meaning (noted
above). And also in verse 16, Obadiah uses the verb haµyâ with
two different meanings: we∫haµyû ke∫lô, haµyû (and [they will] be as
though they had not been). The striking effect that Obadiah
achieves by this change is impossible to capture in English.

In short, Obadiah was a master of various poetical techniques,
sufficient to be a co-worker with the Holy Spirit (from a literary
standpoint) in the authorship of this little book.

Unity

The unity and structure of Obadiah have been debated for
more than a century. Ewald (Prophets, pp. 277–80), the first to
argue that the book comprised early and late elements, assigned
the first ten verses to an early prophet (contemporary with Isaiah)
and verses 11–21 to an exilic prophet. Verses 11–14, 16, and 19–
21 were totally the work of this exilic prophet, but verses 15, 17,
and 18 were fragments of the early prophecy reworked by the
exilic prophet.

Cornill (Introduction, pp. 334–36) and Driver (Introduction,
pp. 319–20) follow Kuenen in pursuing Ewald’s identification of
verses 1–9 as an anonymous preexilic oracle used by Jeremiah
and Obadiah (about the middle of the fifth century B.C.), who
added verses 10–21 (see Smith, Twelve Prophets, pp. 166–67).

Wellhausen (Skizzen und Vorarbeiten, p. 213), the first to
divide the book after verse 14, dates verses 1–14 and 15b in the
first half of the fifth century B.C. and verses 15a and 16–21 later.

Smith (Twelve Prophets, pp. 169–72) regards verses 1–6 (which
appear in Jeremiah as well) as preexilic. He dates verses 7 and 10–
21 in the exile, while verses 8–9 are a “later addition” (p. 171).
Keil (Minor Prophets, pp. 337–349), Orelli (Minor Prophets, pp.
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156–8), and Young (Introduction, p. 260) maintain the unity of
the prophecy and the priority of Obadiah to Jeremiah.

Analysis

Scholars who regard the book as a literary unit analyze its
structure in various ways. An illustrative sampling will reveal
certain important features of the structure. The following
schema, for instance, is proposed by Keil (Minor Prophets, pp.
337–38):

1–9 Proclamation of destruction upon Edom
10–14 Cause of divine judgment
15–16 Retribution upon Edom and all nations
17–19 Deliverance of Zion; Jacob and Israel possess Gentiles 

and destroy Edom
20 Restoration of land to Israel
21 Saviors judge Edom on Mount Zion; the kingdom be-

comes the Lord’s

Keil’s analysis not only divides the book into its major thematic
sections, but also recognizes the structural importance of the
“cause of divine judgment.” This aspect of the prophecy is a key
part of its covenant-lawsuit form, as we shall see.

Young (Introduction, p. 261) gives a briefer analysis of the
book:

1–14 Heading; general threat against Edom
15–21 Day of the Lord against Edom and nations; deliver-

ance in Zion; the kingdom will belong to the Lord

The virtue of this simple analysis is that it exposes the two-part
division of the book. The first half deals exclusively with Edom,
the second half with Edom and the nations.

Stuart (Hosea–Jonah, p. 414) presents a five-part analysis,
which posits two short introductory portions and three long sec-
tions:

1a Heading
1b Introduction
1b–9b Edom’s coming defeat
9b–14 Edom’s crimes against Judah
15–21 The day of Yahweh: restoration of Israel’s sovereignty

The advantage of this analysis is its recognition of verse 1b as a
separate portion with an introductory function of its own.
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Since Obadiah was a covenant-lawsuit messenger, we expect
his message to have the form of a covenant-lawsuit address. Huff-
mon (“Covenant Lawsuit in the Prophets,” p. 285) diagrams this
form in this way:

I. A description of the scene of judgment
II. The speech by the judge

A. Address to the defendant
1. Reproach (based on the accusation)
2. Statement (usually in the third-person) that the ac-

cused has no defense
B. Pronouncement of guilt
C. Sentence (in second- or third-person)

If we understand Obadiah in this fashion, the following analysis
is appropriate to its content and structure:

I. Title (1a)
II. Description of the Scene of Judgment 

(Nations Arise for Battle) (1b)
III. Speech by the Judge (2–21)

A. Three Sentences (2–9)
1. First Sentence (2–4)
2. Second Sentence (5–7)
3. Third Sentence (8–9)
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Obadiah 1a

 

I. Title (1a)

 

NIEHAUS

 

1

 

The vision of Obadiah.

 

NRSV

 

1

 

The vision of Obadiah.
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1a.

 

 

 

ˆ„zj;

 

 (vision) most frequently connotes a rev-
elation given by God to humans (Isa. 1:1; Lam. 2:9
[negatively]; Ezek. 7:13; Dan. 8:1; but see Isa.
29:7), but it is also used of the visions of false
prophets (Jer. 14:14; 23:16). Cognate with 

 

hz<jo

 

(seer), this noun in its fundamental sense con-
notes a “visionary” experience. In 1 Samuel 3:1

 

ˆ„zj;

 

 occurs in parallel with 

 

hw:hy“Arb/D“

 

 (the word of
Yahweh), and Isaiah 2:1 speaks of the 

 

rb;D:

 

 (word)
that Isaiah 

 

hz:j;

 

 (saw). In the broader sense, then,

 

ˆ„zj;

 

 refers to a revelation from the Lord. 

 

hy:d“b/[o

 

(Obadiah) has the sense of the servant [or wor-
shiper] of Yah[weh]. The first element of his name
is 

 

db,[,

 

 (servant). Several passages (Deut. 34:5; Josh.

1:1, 13, 15) apply this word to Moses in the expres-
sion 

 

hw:hy“Adb,[,

 

 (the servant of Yahweh). Jeremiah
7:25 applies 

 

db,[,

 

 to Moses and his successors, the
covenant-lawsuit messengers of Yahweh. The
name 

 

Obadiah

 

 occurs frequently in the historical
books (1 Chron. 3:21; 9:44; 12:10 [9]; 2 Chron.
17:7). The longer form 

 

Why:d“b/[o

 

 occurs in 1 Kings
18:3–7, 16; 2 Chronicles 34:12. Keil (

 

Minor
Prophets

 

, p. 337) dismisses the idea that our Oba-
diah may be identified as “Ahab’s pious com-
mander of the castle,” and scholars are generally
reluctant to identify him with anyone reported in
the historical books (but see the Introduction).

 

1a.

 

 The title of the prophecy announces that
what follows is a revelation that Obadiah received.
The subsequent clause attributes that revelation
to Yahweh, thus giving it an absolute claim to
divine authority. The ultimate fate of Edom makes
it clear that Obadiah was a prophet of the Lord, for
what Obadiah predicted came to pass.

We know little more about Obadiah than his
name. But that name is remarkably appropriate to
his role as a prophetic “servant of Yahweh.” As
such, he stands in the tradition of the prophet
Moses, who was also called “servant of Yahweh”
(see the Exegesis).
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Obadiah 1b

 

II. Description of the Scene of Judgment (Nations Arise for
Battle) (1b)

 

NIEHAUS

 

Thus says the Lord G

 

OD

 

 about Edom:
We have heard a report straight from the 

L

 

ORD

 

,
and an envoy has been sent among the 

nations:
“Arise! Let us arise against her for battle!”

 

NRSV

 

Thus says the Lord G

 

OD

 

 concerning 
Edom:

We have heard a report from the L

 

ORD

 

,
and a messenger has been sent among 

the nations:
“Rise up! Let us rise against it for battle!”
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1b. 

 

rm/a;AhKo

 

 (thus says) is a standard introduc-
tion for prophetic oracles (Isa. 7:7; Jer. 7:20; Ezek.
2:4). However, this use of the introductory for-
mula is unusual in that the direct speech of Yah-
weh does not follow (see the Exposition). 

 

hw:hy“ yn:doa}

 

(the Lord G

 

OD

 

) is a combination of 

 

ˆ„da;

 

 (lord) and
the divine name 

 

hw:hy“

 

 (Yahweh). When 

 

ˆ„da;

 

 occurs
in the plural it has a reverential sense (GKC
§124g–i). The combination of these names occurs
first in Genesis 15:2 and appears often in the
prophets (Isa. 3:1; Jer. 1:6; Ezek. 2:4). The phrase

 

hw:hy“ yn:doa} rm/a;AhKo

 

 (thus says the Lord G

 

OD

 

) is a mes-
senger formula indicating that the prophet’s
words are a communication from the covenant
God of Israel. What follows in this verse is almost
identical to Jeremiah 49:14. 

 

Wn[]m/v; h[;Wmv]

 

 (we have
heard a report): The verb 

 

Wn[]m/v;

 

 (qal perfect) and its
direct object 

 

h[;Wmv]

 

 are both from the root 

 

[mv

 

. No
translation can capture the effect of this cognate-
accusative structure for alliteration and emphasis.
The plural construction 

 

Wn[]m/v;

 

 (we have heard) re-
sults from the prophet’s identification with those

of like mind (similar to Isaiah’s use of the same
verb in 53:1: “Who has believed what 

 

we

 

 have
heard (

 

Wnte[;muv]li

 

)?”). It may also reflect Obadiah’s
identification with Yahweh’s resolve to punish
the nations to whom the messenger refers in the
next line (as in Jer. 49:14: 

 

yTi[]m/v;

 

, I have heard). 

 

taeme
hw:hy“ 

 

(straight from [lit., from with] the L

 

ORD

 

): The
combined preposition 

 

taeme

 

 (

 

ˆmi

 

 [from] plus 

 

tae

 

[with]) suggests that the immediate source of the
verb’s action is Yahweh himself. 

 

ryxi

 

 (an envoy)
may refer to a human messenger (Prov. 13:17; Isa.
18:2; 57:9) or a messenger (presumably angelic)
from Yahweh (as here and in Jer. 49:14). 

 

jL;vu

 

 (has
been sent) is a prophetic perfect (pual) anticipating
Yahweh’s arousal of the nations against Edom.

 

hm;Wqn:w“ WmWq

 

 (arise! let us arise) is a typical prophetic
battle summons (Bach, 

 

Die Aufforderung

 

, pp. 62–
65). The sequence of imperative plus cohortative
generally should not be translated as two cohorta-
tives. When connected by 

 

w

 

 these forms frequently
have different emphases (GKC §108d). 

 

h;yl,[;

 

(against her): One might expect the masculine

 

1b.

 

 The judgment scene that Obadiah describes
is the sphere of the nations. A spiritual envoy
from Yahweh enters the arena of national affairs
to bring judgment on Edom. This act of Yahweh
portends judgment on all nations that commit
gross evil.

The introductory formula “thus says the Lord
G

 

OD

 

 (

 

ko

 

m

 

h 

 

,

 

a

 

m

 

mar 

 

,

 

a

 

b

 

do

 

m

 

na

 

m

 

y yhwh

 

)” further authen-
ticates Obadiah’s message as a word from Yah-
weh. The use of this formula here seems unusual
in that it does not introduce the direct speech of
Yahweh. Instead the prophet says, “We have
heard a report straight from the L

 

ORD

 

,” and the
direct speech that follows in this verse is spoken
by the envoy, not by Yahweh.

It is not necessary, however, to posit a textual
problem here. The companion oracle in Jeremiah
49:14–16 also attributes the battle command to the
envoy (v. 14) and each oracle begins with the word

 

hear

 

 (

 

s

 

h

 

a

 

m

 

ma

 

<

 

) construed in the first-person (plural in
Obadiah, singular in Jeremiah). In all likelihood the
introductory formula in this line forms a subtitle
to Obadiah’s brief work, which is really an
extended ode or oracle dealing with the downfall of
Edom. The title 

 

Vision of Obadiah

 

 (v. 1a) identifies
the book, and the subtitle describes its content.
Other such oracles begin with an introductory title
directing the oracle’s message to a particular
nation. The oracle against Edom in Jeremiah 49:7,
for example, begins with “Concerning Edom
(

 

le

 

,

 

e

 

b

 

dôm

 

),” the same introductory formula that

opens the prophecy of Obadiah. The oracle against
Moab in Jeremiah 48, which is approximately
twice as long as the entire Book of Obadiah, has a
similar formula (

 

le

 

b

 

mô

 

,

 

a

 

m

 

b

 

). If the Jeremian oracle
were all that we had from Jeremiah’s hand, it most
likely would also have had a title attributing the
oracle to him, followed by a subtitle. The formula
“thus says the Lord G

 

OD

 

 about Edom” may thus
introduce the entire oracle of Obadiah without an
intended conceptual or syntactical connection to
the next line. This phrase is appropriate to the
entire oracle because it is directed only to Edom. It
is likely then that the phrase 

 

we have heard a
report straight from the L

 

ORD

 

 begins the actual
oracle of Obadiah, just as the somewhat similar
words in Jeremiah 49:14 introduce an independent
oracle (see the Exposition of Zech. 1:2).

 This verse contains a pattern of interwoven
elements, occurring in parallel, but with a subtle
tension of opposition:

The parallelism is not merely synonymous, but
contains an additional emphatic nuance: “Not

 

a b c

 

we have heard a report straight from 
the L

 

ORD

 

b

  

pppp

 

c

  

pppp

 

a

  

pppp

 

and an envoy has been sent among the na-
tions
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plural suffix, but the 

 

lectio difficilior

 

 (more diffi-
cult reading) is preferable; the same form is used
in Jeremiah 49:14. Malachi 1:3–4 fluctuates be-
tween masculine and feminine for Edom. Keil
suggests that the feminine in Malachi may be ac-
counted for “on the ground that the land is re-
garded as the mother of its inhabitants, and stands

synecdochically for the population” (

 

Minor
Prophets

 

, vol. 2, pp. 431–32). The feminine suffix
might have been chosen for its assonance (

 

h;yl,[;
hm;Wqn: hm;j;l]Mil/

 

). The report that concludes this
verse serves as a dramatic introduction to the rest
of the prophecy.

only have 

 

we

 

 heard, but an envoy has been sent
among the 

 

nations

 

.” This thought pattern,
which Kugel has labeled “A is so, and 

 

what’s
more

 

, B is so,” is a common feature of Old Testa-
ment poetic parallelism (

 

Idea of Biblical Poetry

 

,
pp. 1–58).

The introductory formula is a divine titulary
that implicitly identifies Yahweh as Lord of the
world and of history, as well as the covenant God
of Israel. This twofold emphasis is carried forward
in the parallelism that follows. The statement
“we [the prophet and Israel] have heard” sets forth
the idea that Yahweh still graciously communi-
cates to his people: so much so, that what they
have heard is “straight from the L

 

ORD

 

.”
Besides the different constructions of the word

 

hear

 

 (

 

s

 

h

 

a

 

m

 

ma

 

<

 

) in Obadiah and Jeremiah (

 

s

 

h

 

a

 

m

 

ma

 

<

 

nû

 

/

 

s

 

h

 

a

 

m

 

ma

 

<

 

tî

 

), there is another significant difference.
Jeremiah 49:14 has 

 

s

 

h

 

a

 

m

 

lûah

 

.

 

 

 

(has been sent) for Oba-
diah’s 

 

shulla mh . (has been sent). The use of the per-
fect tense in Obadiah may reflect an effort to com-
municate a sense of certainty (see the Exegesis).
The prophetic perfect shulla mh . ([a messenger] has
been sent) indicates that the event the report
describes must take place. The parallelism further
shows that this is something that Israel has heard,

as well as something that Yahweh has set in
motion. He will arouse among the nations a desire
for battle against Edom. The first-person plural
(“let us arise”) probably reflects the presence of
Yahweh’s envoy, who identifies Yahweh with the
armies he is calling up. This use of the nations in
divine warfare is found elsewhere in the Old Tes-
tament. Joshua 11:20, for example, states that
Yahweh hardened the hearts of the Canaanites in
order to judge them. Ancient Near Eastern reli-
gion also set forth this idea, for in the second and
first millenniums the gods were thought to be
involved in covenant-related warfare, that is,
punitive warfare against covenant violators
(examples have been found in Egypt, Hatti, and
Assyria). Such pagan analogs are adumbrations of
an idea that the Scriptures set forth, namely, that
Yahweh, the covenant God of his people, is also
the Lord of history, who

does what he wills with the host of heaven
and the inhabitants of the earth.

There is no one who can stay his hand
or say to him, “What are you doing?”     

(Dan. 4:35)
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