Processing Prophecy #11

“Like Father, Like Country”

Obadiah 1-21

“Like father, like son.”


We hear that phrase a lot, and it has particular significance on Father’s Day. Often sons to emulate their fathers—sometimes that’s good, other times not so much. But this principle does make us stop and think about the kind of example we are setting for the next generation.


This evening we begin a study in the relatively unknown book of Obadiah. If I had to give a nickname to this prophet and his prophecy, I would call him “Obscure Obadiah.” Most Christians know little about this book, probably because few preachers bother to preach from it. 

Why this neglect? Perhaps because Obadiah is the shortest book in the Old Testament and because is not once quoted in the New Testament.
 There is little information found in its twenty-one verses that cannot also be found elsewhere in the prophets. 

Why should we bother ourselves with it? John Stott answers this question well: 

[Verse one states,] “This is the vision that the Sovereign Lord revealed to Obadiah concerning the nation of Edom.” Obadiah was an organ of divine revelation. That makes his book worthy of our time and study.


Put another way, there is no such thing as insignificant Scripture. If God inspired this man to write these words, we do well to read them, study them, and apply them to our daily lives.


Furthermore, I have chosen to focus our attention on this prophetic book precisely because it is obscure. Over the past several weeks we have learned important principles about processing prophecy. Over the next few weeks I would like for us to put them into practice concerning the book of Obadiah. Since few of us have much previous knowledge or experience with this book, we will not bring with us theological baggage that can get in the way!


Whenever we approach Scripture, we need to ask basic questions, such as:

· Who wrote this and to whom was it written? (the contacts)

· When and where was this written? (the context)

· What was written? (the contents)

· Why was this written? (the concepts)

Let’s consider these basic questions concerning the Old Testament book of Obadiah.

Identifying the Prophet


Identifying the prophet is perhaps the greatest challenge in studying this book. Oh, sure, the opening verse names the author as “Obadiah,” which in Hebrew means, “servant of the Lord,” but this name appears twenty times in the Old Testament, referring to at least eleven distinct people—twelve if this prophet is not identified with any of the other eleven!
 He is the most obscure of all the Old Testament prophets.


Most biblical prophets can be identified by the name of their father [such as “Jonah son of Amittai” (Jonah 1:1) or “Zechariah son of Berekiah, the son of Iddo” (Zechariah 1:1)]; or by their hometown or where they received the message [such as “Jeremiah son of Hilkiah, one of the priests at Anathoth in the territory of Benjamin” (Jeremiah 1:1-2) or “Ezekiel the priest, the son of Buzi, by the Kebar River in the land of the Babylonians” (Ezekiel 1:3)]; or by the dates of the kings when the prophet ministered [such as “The vision concerning Judah and Jerusalem that Isaiah son of Amoz saw during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah” (Isaiah 1:1).]
 The author of Obadiah unfortunately gives us none of this information! 


The date of writing is as unknown as the author’s identity. Some place Obadiah as a contemporary of Elijah and Elisha, making him the earliest of the written prophets, around 840 b.c.,
 while others date him as writing after the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem in 586 b.c.
 While it cannot be considered conclusive, the nearly verbatim similarity of Obadiah with Jeremiah 49 would indicate the later date of writing.
 


Don’t let this uncertainty bother you, though. Whenever the Bible is unclear about certain data, we can rest assured that such information is not required to comprehend and apply the message God wants us to hear!

Identifying the People


While the questions who wrote this prophecy and when it was written are unable to be answered with precision, there is no doubt as to whom the prophecy is addressed and where it took place. Verse one names the subject of Obadiah’s words as “Edom.” Edom and the Edomites are found over one hundred times in the Old Testament. They are mentioned in the prophecies of Isaiah (chap. 34), Jeremiah (chap. 49; Lam. 4:21–22), Ezekiel (25:12–14; 35:1–15), Daniel (11:41), Joel (3:19), Amos (1:6–11; 2:1; 9:12) and Malachi (1:4), as well as Obadiah.

The Edomites were descendents of Esau, the older brother of Jacob. “Edom,” the Hebrew word for the color red, was a nickname for Esau, according to Genesis 25:30. The land his descendents settled bore this name. According to the New Bible Dictionary, modern archaeology has shown that the land was occupied before Esau’s time. Esau’s offspring migrated to that land and displaced the Horites (cf. Deuteronomy 2:12).

The Edomites became a people to match the rocky, ragged crags and serrated ridges of the Seir territory—much like their forefather Esau. They are described as “a hard, earthy people, proud, cruel, and fierce.” There is no evidence that they had any religion. Their problem was not syncretism with other gods; they had no gods at all. The only things that bordered on religious fervor was their concentrated, persistent, bitter hatred against Israel—the descendants of Jacob that was expressed repeatedly throughout the evolving history of the two nations.

At the time of the exodus from Egypt, Israel sought permission to travel by the “King’s Highway,” a major trade route that ran through Edom, but the request was denied. After the conquest of Canaan, Joshua allotted the territory of Judah up to the borders of Edom, but they were not to encroach on their lands. Kings Saul, David, and Solomon all subjected Edom to Israelite rule. After Israel split into two kingdoms, Edom enjoyed a measure of autonomy, even joining other nations in trying to attack the southern kingdom of Judah.

When the Babylonians defeated Judah in 586 b.c., Edom applauded like high school cheerleaders as Jerusalem was demolished. The apocryphal book First Esdras blames the Edomites for burning the Jerusalem temple (1Es 4:45). Though we do not hold First Esdras as a reliable source, this reference along with other extra-biblical evidence indicates that the Edomites shared in the destruction of Jerusalem and profited from it by looting and by taking southern Judean land.

Perhaps in reward for their services during the war, the Edomites were permitted to settle in southern Palestine and the whole plateau between it and Egypt; but soon after they were driven out of Edom proper by the Nabataeans. For more than four centuries they continued to prosper. But during the warlike rule of the Maccabees they were again completely subdued and even forced to conform to Jewish laws and rites and submit to the government of Jewish prefects. The Edomites were then incorporated into the Jewish nation, the whole province was often termed by Greek and Roman writers “Idumaea.”
 The Herods of the New Testament era were Edomite, called “Ideumeans”.

Identifying the Prototype


The book of Obadiah, then, tells the story of two nations, Edom and Israel. Underlying the story of these two nations is the story of two men: Esau and Jacob, the fathers of their nations. Every nation in the Bible is a lengthened shadow of its founder, and in the story of these nations you also have the extended story of these two men.
 Since the focus of the book of Obadiah is Edom, we will concentrate our attention on Esau.


John MacArthur calls Esau “perhaps the saddest and most godless person in Scripture outside of Judas,”
 while Chuck Swindoll labels him “the son who couldn’t win.”
 This is not to suggest that Esau was not responsible for his choices, but rather than he was the victim of the consequences of his own choices.

For those not familiar with the story, Esau’s life is recorded in Genesis 25-36. Esau was the firstborn son of Isaac and Rebekah, though not by much. Esau was a twin, and his younger brother Jacob was delivered immediately after him, clutching onto the older brother’s heel. (Thus he was named “Jacob” which in Hebrew means “he grasps the heel.”) The older son came out red and hairy, and was thus named “Esau,” Hebrew for “hairy,” and also called “Edom,” Hebrew for “red.”

Genesis 25:27-28 records how the boys were raised,

The boys grew up, and Esau became a skillful hunter, a man of the open country, while Jacob was a quiet man, staying among the tents. Isaac, who had a taste for wild game, loved Esau, but Rebekah loved Jacob. 

Esau was the consummate outdoorsman, one who liked to hunt and fish, while Jacob would be called a “mama’s boy” today. Each parent clearly favored one son over the other, brewing a simmering sibling rivalry.

A critical incident between the two is chronicled in Genesis 25:29-34,

Once when Jacob was cooking some stew, Esau came in from the open country, famished. He said to Jacob, “Quick, let me have some of that red stew! I’m famished!” (That is why he was also called Edom.) 

Jacob replied, “First sell me your birthright.” 

“Look, I am about to die,” Esau said. “What good is the birthright to me?” 

But Jacob said, “Swear to me first.” So he swore an oath to him, selling his birthright to Jacob. 

Then Jacob gave Esau some bread and some lentil stew. He ate and drank, and then got up and left.

So Esau despised his birthright. 


According to Manners and Customs of the Bible, the “birthright” was a special privilege accorded a firstborn. It has to do with the law of primogeniture, which is the right of the eldest child, especially the eldest son, to inherit the entire estate of one or both parents. But it was more than that; it included a number of other privileges and responsibilities. The firstborn son also inherited the leadership and priesthood of the family or tribe, and he received a double portion of the inheritance. For example, if there were only two sons, the firstborn would receive two-thirds of the inheritance, if there were three sons, he would receive three-fourths of the inheritance. It was as if the firstborn were two persons instead of one.
 This is what Esau “sold” to Jacob for a bowl of stew.


Hebrews 12:16 is, in Warren Wiersbe’s words, “God’s commentary on the event.”
 Here we read, “See that no one is sexually immoral, or is godless like Esau, who for a single meal sold his inheritance rights as the oldest son.” In the King James Version, Esau is described as “a profane person,” which means “a common person, one who lives for the world and not God.” (Our English word “profane” literally means “outside the temple,” or not belonging to God.)


From this passage we see three characteristics in the life of Esau.


First, Esau was self-sufficient. He was a man who could live off the land. He was, in today’s terms, a “man’s man.” Strong, stubborn, and self-reliant, Esau desired God’s blessings, but he did not want God.
 He was proud to be a “self-made man,” what Wiersbe calls a “practical atheist,” described this way: 
They want nothing to do with the Lord; in fact, they say to Him, “Get away from us! Leave us alone!” They refuse to pray to the Lord, obey Him, or give Him credit for their success. God is not in their thoughts, let alone in their plans. They are self-sufficient as they do what they want to do, and they do it “their way.”
 
Self-sufficient men are the kind who won’t ask directions. They’d rather be lost on their own than have someone else show them the way. When it comes to eternity, this is the ultimate tragedy. As Dr. Donald Grey Barnhouse used to say, “Every person can either go to heaven God’s way or go to hell their own way.”


Second, Esau was sensually satisfying. He was more interested in gratifying his physical appetites and urges than in spiritual things. Swindoll observes:
In a hurried and thoughtless moment of hunger, Esau shrugged off his birthright, including all of the rights and blessings that went with it, for a bowl of soup. Esau’s impulsiveness made him susceptible to the allure of instant gratification. In that split-second decision, he sated his immediate hunger at the expense of his entire future. In the deal of a lifetime, he emerged the loser. Horrible decision!
Esau was of such a mind as to despise something significant for the fleeting satisfaction of his physical needs. Spiritual priorities weren’t nearly as important to Esau as physical comforts. Intangibles meant little to him. Stupidly, he saw only the need of the moment, and that was to fill his stomach. Perhaps that’s why the book of Hebrews refers to Esau as a “pro​fane” man.

Third, Esau was spiritually shallow. Esau was not spiritually minded but rather a man taken up with the things of the here and now.
 He was not only immoral, but he was godless. He had no ethics or faith, no scruples or reverence. He had no regard for the good, the truthful, or the divine. He was totally worldly, totally secular, totally profane.


Esau was a lot like the man Jesus described in Luke 12:16-21,

And he told them this parable: “The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop. He thought to himself, ‘What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.’ 

“Then he said, ‘This is what I’ll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.” ‘  

“But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?’ 

“This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God.” 
Esau is a warning to us not to live for lesser things.

Unfortunately, Esau did not heed this warning himself. And, as we will see in later studies in the book of Obadiah, his descendents of the nation of Edom followed in their ancestor’s footsteps.

Like father, like country.
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