Processing Prophecy #16

“The Last Word”

Obadiah 17-21

Some folks just have to have “the last word.”


Ever been around that kind of person? Ever try to talk with that kind of person? No matter how hard you try to end the conversation and walk away, they will always have the last word!


This past week I read a story about a preacher visiting a family where the father had just died. He asked the young son, “What were your father’s last words?” “He didn’t have any,” said the boy. “Mama was with him to the end.”
 Or of a couple sitting in the office of a marriage counselor. After observing their interactions a while, the counselor asked the husband, “Do you object to your wife always having the last word?” He shot back, “Not at all. I’m delighted when she gets to it.”


After those illustrations, perhaps this final example is fitting. “Do you know what is the best way to have the last word in an argument? Apologize!”
 


As we come to the end of Obadiah’s small but substantial contribution in the Old Testament, the tone and tenor change significantly. Most of Obadiah’s twenty-one verses address the nation of Edom, the descendants of Esau, Jacob’s twin brother. As we have seen in previous studies, Obadiah is a “divine revelation about divine judgment.”
 Last week we considered that divine judgment and noted that everything Obadiah predicted would happen to Edom did, in fact, take place.


Thus we may be tempted to think, “Well, that’s that. The Edomites got what was coming to them. Good riddance!” and suppose Obadiah has nothing more to say to us. And we would be wrong.


The final section of the book—verses 17-21—take a sharp turn on that common hinge word, “But.” We read,

But on Mount Zion will be deliverance; it will be holy, and the house of Jacob will possess its inheritance. The house of Jacob will be a fire and the house of Joseph a flame; the house of Esau will be stubble, and they will set it on fire and consume it. There will be no survivors from the house of Esau.” The Lord has spoken. People from the Negev will occupy the mountains of Esau, and people from the foothills will possess the land of the Philistines. They will occupy the fields of Ephraim and Samaria, and Benjamin will possess Gilead. This company of Israelite exiles who are in Canaan will possess the land as far as Zarephath; the exiles from Jerusalem who are in Sepharad will possess the towns of the Negev. Deliverers will go up on Mount Zion to govern the mountains of Esau. And the kingdom will be the Lord’s. 


The last word is not by or about Edom, nor is it even by or about Judah. The last word is by and about God, as verse 21 concludes, “And the kingdom will be the Lord’s.” As Chuck Swindoll observes, “Ultimately, the Lord will have the last word in this fight against evil.”
 This final paragraph of Obadiah teaches us three lessons about the kingdom of God when it comes to earth.

The Kingdom of the Lord will Deliver the Weak


First, the kingdom of the Lord will deliver the weak. Twice in these concluding remarks Obadiah mentions deliverance: in verse 17, deliverance will come from Mount Zion (another name for Jerusalem, not the town south of Decatur!), and in verse 21, deliverers will govern from Mount Zion over the land of Edom.


The Hebrew root underlying the word “deliverance” in verse 17 implies escape from danger and widespread destruction, being used, for instance, of fugitives from military disasters. But it is applied most consistently to God’s gracious preservation and purification of a remnant in Israel, particularly after the Fall of Jerusalem. The promise given here is repeated in similar terms in Joel 2:32.
 This passage from Joel, you may recall, was the cornerstone of Peter’s sermon on the Day of Pentecost. Reading from Joel 2:28-32,

And afterward, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions.  Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days.  I will show wonders in the heavens and on the earth, blood and fire and billows of smoke.  The sun will be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the Lord.  And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved; for on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem there will be deliverance, as the Lord has said, among the survivors whom the Lord calls. 


Notice the similar phrase in verse 32, “on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem there will be deliverance.” This is in parallel of the first sentence, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.” Both Peter, in Acts 2:21, and Paul, in Romans 10:13, quote this verse from Joel regarding salvation. This is God’s promise to save those who call on Him! What a word of hope for the people of Judah…and us! We can be saved! Even though circumstances look bad at the moment, we have that blessed assurance that God will save us in the end! 


In Obadiah’s time, this deliverance took place in 537 bc under Zerubbabel, with the rebuilding of the “holy place” par excellence, the temple in Jerusalem within two decades of that deliverance.
 Yet there would be a greater fulfillment five centuries later, and an ultimate fulfillment for which we still look ahead.


The word “deliverers” in verse 21 is the same used in Nehemiah 9:27, a summary of the time of the judges in a prayer to the Lord:

So You handed them over to their enemies, who oppressed them. But when they were oppressed they cried out to You. From heaven You heard them, and in Your great compassion You gave them deliverers, who rescued them from the hand of their enemies. 


The Hebrew term is yāšāʿ , and from this the name “Joshua” (yehôšûaʿ) is derived (which is “Jesus” in New Testament Greek).
 Some may call that coincidence, but I’m not convinced. This promise of deliverance in Obadiah would be fulfilled perhaps fifty years after he penned the words, when the walls and temple of Jerusalem were rebuilt, then again five hundred years later outside those same walls of Jerusalem on Mount Zion.


Former U. S. Senate chaplain Lloyd John Oglivie writes,

Deliverance on Mount Zion! We read the words of this promise of liberation through the longing eyes of the captives in exile and then through our dilated vision of the ultimate deliverance on Calvary.

A comparison of these two deliverances gives us an excellent opportunity to do justice to the Obadiah text, and at the same time show how its promise is a precursor of the lasting deliverance of the cross.

The two deliverances are separated by more than 500 years. The post-Exile deliverance resulted in further wrath against Israel’s enemies; the deliverance of Calvary resulted in liberation from the wrath of God. They first produced an occasion for restitution of land taken by the enemy; the second affected a reconciliation to God. One issued in a holiness of reestablished traditions, the other the holiness of authentic God-centered character. The late sixth-century b.c. deliverance gave the Jews power to subdue their enemies; the deliverance of a.d. 33 overcame the influence of the arch-enemy, Satan, and gave the new Israel—the church—power to fulfill the command to love human enemies. With the initial deliverance, the house of Jacob and Joseph became a fire and a flame to burn the stubble of the enemy. In the final deliverance, the new creatures of the new creation are filled with the Light of the World and experience the passion of the fire of His Spirit.


Obadiah’s prophecy was a foreshadoing of the future deliverance through Jesus. As Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 1:10, “He has delivered us from such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us. On him we have set our hope that he will continue to deliver us.”

As we will see, this also foreshadows the ultimate deliverance that is yet future. One day this same Jesus will return to earth to establish His global empire from—where else?—Jerusalem, or Mount Zion. From here King Jesus will deliver the weak—meaning those who cannot deliver themselves—from all those who would bring them harm.

The Kingdom of the Lord will Destroy the Wicked

Second, the kingdom of the Lord will destroy the wicked. Verse eighteen states, 

The house of Jacob will be a fire and the house of Joseph a flame; the house of Esau will be stubble, and they will set it on fire and consume it. There will be no survivors from the house of Esau.

Why does Obadiah use the phrases “house of Jacob” and “house of Joseph”? Sometimes in Scripture the “house of Joseph” refers to the northern kingdom of Israel, as opposed to the “house of Judah” meaning the southern kingdom of Judah, as in Zechariah 10:6, “I will strengthen the house of Judah and save the house of Joseph. I will restore them because I have compassion on them.” Amos 5:6 likewise uses this language: “Seek the Lord and live, or he will sweep through the house of Joseph like a fire; it will devour, and Bethel will have no one to quench it.” Some scholars, then, conclude that these phrases refer to the northern and southern kingdoms being reunited.
 This reunification will happen, but I think that Obadiah has something else in mind.


The “house of Jacob” appears twenty-one times in the Old Testament, and in every instance the phrase refers to the entire Israelite nation. Rather than seeing verse eighteen as pointing to two different entities, I believe this is a classic example of Hebrew parallelism, where the second line echoes the first. Hence, “The house of Jacob will be a fire” equals “the house of Joseph [will be] a flame.” “How can ‘the house of Joseph’ mean the entire nation?” you might wonder. Good question!


Jacob (whose name was later changed to Israel) had twelve sons, and these sons were the fathers of the twelve tribes of Israel. The oldest was Reuben, followed by Simeon, Levi, and Judah. The first three sons fell into disfavor with their father, who, in essence, “wrote them out of his will,” meaning that they would not inherit the birthright as the eldest son. Thus the birthright fell to Judah, the fourth-born, right?


Not so fast.


In the ancient world, the birthright meant receiving a double portion of the inheritance. For example, if the father had two sons, the inheritance was split into three parts, and the elder would receive two of the three portions. In Jacob’s case, his favorite son was Joseph, the eleventh-born. Would he really disinherit his first ten sons to get to Joseph? He didn’t have to.

In Genesis 49:5 Jacob, shortly before he died, said to Joseph,

Now then, your two sons born to you in Egypt before I came to you here will be reckoned as mine; Ephraim and Manasseh will be mine, just as Reuben and Simeon are mine. 


The descendents of Ephraim and Manasseh became tribes on an even footing as Joseph’s brothers, meaning that Joseph received two shares of his father’s inheritance! This is why, except for Revelation 7:8, we never read of “the tribe of Joseph.” Instead there was the tribe of Ephraim (the dominant tribe in the northern kingdom), and the tribe of Manasseh.


At any rate, the reunited, rejuvenated people of Israel will rule over the land of Edom. In the short term, this was realized during the period between the Old and New Testaments, as one commentator describes:

The Idumaeans [as the Edomites would become known] were defeated in 166 b.c. by Judas Maccabaeus, who recovered the cities of southern Palestine ceded to them. Under John Hyrcanus (135–104 b.c.) this conquest of the Idumaeans was completed (c. 125 b.c.), and they were compelled to submit to circumcision and to full observance of the Jewish law. They continued to haunt the Jews, however, for the family of Herod the Great was of Idumaean descent; but after the second century b.c., they had virtually been consumed by the house of Jacob, to which they lost their national identity and autonomy.


Obadiah’s perspective shifts, however, at verses 15–21 from Edom alone to Edom and all the nations. Here we see that Edom represents all those who oppose the purposes of the Lord.


As Edom would be consumed by fire, so will all of the wicked at the end of time. The kingdom of the Lord will be established on earth during a period of time known as the Millennium, meaning “one thousand years.” This is described in Revelation 20:1-6,

And I saw an angel coming down out of heaven, having the key to the Abyss and holding in his hand a great chain. He seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the devil, or Satan, and bound him for a thousand years. He threw him into the Abyss, and locked and sealed it over him, to keep him from deceiving the nations anymore until the thousand years were ended. After that, he must be set free for a short time. 

I saw thrones on which were seated those who had been given authority to judge. And I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded because of their testimony for Jesus and because of the word of God. They had not worshiped the beast or his image and had not received his mark on their foreheads or their hands. They came to life and reigned with Christ a thousand years. (The rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were ended.) This is the first resurrection. Blessed and holy are those who have part in the first resurrection. The second death has no power over them, but they will be priests of God and of Christ and will reign with him for a thousand years.

The Millennium, described in many Old Testament prophecies as well as the book of Revelation, will feature a global government headed by King Jesus. The faithful from both Old and New Testaments will rule and reign with Jesus. There will be perfect justice. No wars will occur, providing peace and prosperity for the whole world. The earth’s inhabitants will experience a time like no other. (The phrases, “the lion will lie down with the lamb,” and “beating swords into plowshares,” describe this future era.)


But the remainder of Revelation 20 takes a shocking turn. Revelation 20:7-15 records,

When the thousand years are over, Satan will be released from his prison and will go out to deceive the nations in the four corners of the earth—Gog and Magog—to gather them for battle. In number they are like the sand on the seashore. They marched across the breadth of the earth and surrounded the camp of God's people, the city he loves. But fire came down from heaven and devoured them. And the devil, who deceived them, was thrown into the lake of burning sulfur, where the beast and the false prophet had been thrown. They will be tormented day and night forever and ever. 

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone's name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire. 
Just as Edom would be destroyed without descendents, so the wicked of all history will face eternal destruction.

The Kingdom of the Lord will Dominate the World

Finally, the kingdom of the Lord will dominate the world. Obadiah, along with many other prophets, foresaw that the messianic kingdom would be established on the earth, with Mount Zion at the center. The people of Israel, from both southern and northern tribes, would return to the land and join together to win back their territory with the Lord’s aid. Then they would rule over the rest of the nations.

Occupation is the subject over verses 19-20,

People from the Negev will occupy the mountains of Esau, and people from the foothills will possess the land of the Philistines. They will occupy the fields of Ephraim and Samaria, and Benjamin will possess Gilead. This company of Israelite exiles who are in Canaan will possess the land as far as Zarephath; the exiles from Jerusalem who are in Sepharad will possess the towns of the Negev.
The first geographical reference is the Negev, the wilderness south of Beersheba. This marked the southern boundary of ancient Israel. The mention of Zarephath refers to the northern border of the nation, while the land of the Philistines was located along the western coast of Israel along the Mediterranean, and Gilead meant the Transjordan land east of the Jordan River. “The exiles from Jerusalem who are in Sepharad” refer to Jews who had scattered from the land as far away as Asia Minor, as Sepharad is usually identified as the first-century city of Sardis (see Revelation 3:1-6). The implication in Obadiah is that even the most distant would return to reclaim a portion of the land.

Obadiah pointedly proclaims that good will triumph at the end of time, but we should remember that it is God’s goodness that triumphs, not mankind’s. Throughout the book of Obadiah, God is the central figure. He defines the rules, chooses His own people, and dispenses judgment. He is in control of history. Surely the one who rules the nations also is able to care for His people.

Knowing that the Lord reigns over all things ought to encourage the people of God as we watch world events and grieve over the decay of people and nations. The sovereignty of God isn’t an excuse for believers to be indifferent to evil in the world, nor is it an encouragement to slumber carelessly and do nothing. God’s ways are hidden and mysterious, and we sometimes wonder why He permits certain things to happen, but we must still pray “Thy will be done” and then be available to obey whatever He tells us to do.


Obadiah’s brief prophecy dealt with a very specific situation involving Edom and Judah, the descendents of twin brothers Esau and Jacob. But the truth of his message transcends this local issue and speaks of the ongoing struggle between the forces of God and the forces of Satan. Jesus came to earth so that sin will not have the last word in the cosmic conflict between good and evil.


The last word belongs to the Lord.
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