Minor Prophets 1. Intro and Obadiah
IPC. 22nd March, 2009

My last sermon to you was during Advent and I talked about “Christ as Prophet” and I told you some things about prophets. What the bible says that a prophet is and does. Then I went on to explain how Christ is a prophet – how Christ is the prophet
After I had prepared that sermon I decided that I wanted to look some more at prophets and prophecy. It’s a very important idea; the word occurs more than 360 times in the OT and nearly 200 times in the NT. Prophets are how God communicates his word to people.
God describes prophets 16 times in the OT  as “my servants the prophets” and in fact the bible verse I am now going to read to you is the key to all that I want to say to you over my next few sermons.

 2Ki 17:13 Yet the LORD warned Israel and Judah by every prophet and every seer, saying, "Turn from your evil ways and keep my commandments and my statutes, in accordance with all the Law that I commanded your fathers, and that I sent to you by my servants the prophets." 
God used the prophets to give Israel the Law and the commandments and then he used prophets to warn Israel and Judah to be obedient to his laws, his commands and his statutes, to return to him and be saved or to suffer the consequences.

There are several different prophets that we can find in the bible – I counted more than 60 individuals. All the patriarchs – Abraham, Isaac, Jacob – Moses, Joshua, Samuel and those in the time of Saul, David and Solomon, including of course David and Solomon themselves. Then after the kingdom divided, most famously the two great prophets Elijah and Elisha -  but there were others, even groups of people, whole schools of prophets, sometimes called “The Sons of the Prophets” All these people God used to prophecy – And I haven’t even mentioned the Writing Prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel or Daniel. Nor have I mentioned what are called the Minor Prophets. 
It is this last group that I want to look at. This is the opening sermon of a series on the Minor Prophets. 
The “Minor Prophets” What are they? They are those little-books, 12 of them, that complete the OT. They are not ‘minor’ in the sense of being unimportant, for some of the most precious statements to our faith are found in them. It is in the Minor Prophets that we find “They will be children of the Living God”, “The just shall live by faith”  “they will look on me, the one whom they pierced and shall mourn” It is in the Minor Prophets that we are told that Bethlehem would be the birthplace of the true ruler and it is in the Minor Prophets that we are told that he would be worth the “lordly” price of 30 pieces of silver. It is in the Minor Prophets  that we find that those who speak to one another about the Lord are his jewels 
– No, These Prophets are ‘minor’ only because they are short. As they are arranged in Jewish writing they comprise one book, the book of the Minor Prophets. 

However, they are not in themselves a unified writing. They are written by 12 different people over a period from about 880 BC to around 400 BC so there are 12 different styles and they deal with different times and situations in the History of God’s people. This is an introduction so today I will talk a little bit about the situations into which they were working so that we have a feel of what was happening and then we will have a look together at the shortest of the books. Obadiah.

<< crude map on Blackboard>>

History and Geography: I am trying get a feel for time. Sometimes we tend to think of the bible times as rather special, prophets and kings etc and do not consider it to be ‘real’ history. So in the next couple of minutes, do note when I say something about ‘records’ – I am talking about stuff you can read in the museums – this is real history – it always was, but it helps to have confirmation
The relevant part of the story starts with a single kingdom under David and Solomon. Round about 930 BC, after Solomon it, divided into two: the Southern Kingdom called Judah based on the two tribes of Judah and Benjamin with Jerusalem as its capital: The Northern kingdom called variously Israel or Samaria after its capital city. Sometimes it is called the House of Joseph or sometimes Ephraim after its biggest tribe. It consisted of the remaining tribes. 
After the split, Judah remained slightly more faithful to God. But the Northern Kingdom very quickly turned to idolatry and in particular to Baal worship. God sent prophets to both Northern and Southern kingdoms at different times warning them that he was displeased with them and would punish them if they did not turn from their evil ways. At about 720 BC – as the prophets had prophesied - the Northern Kingdom fell to Sargon 2 of Assyria whose own records say "Samaria I looked at, I captured; 27,280 men who dwelt in it I carried away" which the Bible tells us about in 2 Kings 17. Sargon imported other people into the land, who eventually became the Samaritans (Samaria – Samaritans) 
I said that Judah remained slightly more faithful to God. But not much more and eventually, about 130 years after the fall of the Northern kingdom Judah itself fell , again as prophesied by the prophets, it fell to the Babylonians under Nebuchadnezzar in 609- 586 BC. They were deported, and Jerusalem, and the Temple was destroyed. 

The Babylonian records say “In the seventh month (of Nebuchadnezzar-599 BC.) in the month Chislev (Nov/Dec) the king of Babylon assembled his army, and after he had invaded the land of Hatti (Syria/Palestine) he laid siege to the city of Judah. On the second day of the month of Adar (16 March) he conquered the city”
So, from the beginning of the Divided Kingdom to the fall of Jerusalem is about 350 years – 350 years ago we were still under Cromwell, The Royal Society was just starting and we installed the first municipal government in the city of New York. 

That is how long some of the prophets in the Minor Prophets were warning Judah and Israel about their behaviour before a patient God eventually did bring judgement upon them

When the prophets were speaking to Judah they had promised that God would not only punish their evil actions but that he would also redeem and restore them. After some decades in exile Cyrus defeated the Babylonians (writing on the wall in Daniel) in 539 BC and allowed the Jews to return to Judah and under later Persian Kings they were allowed to rebuild the temple. 
They were back in their own land: Never again in this history would the Jews have their own kingdom but God sent his servant the prophets to them and the prophets continued to work among them calling them to repent and return to him and the focus of God’s redemption turned towards God’s promised eventual eternal salvation. Some of these prophets we also have written down for us in the Minor Prophets.
So that whole period: the whole history of the divided kingdom from 930 BC through the fall of Samaria, and then the fall of Jerusalem. The exile into Babylon and the return from exile to re-establish Temple worship in the land of Judah – and the promise of the final redemption which is still to come - this is the time of the work and writings of the 12 Minor Prophets - 530 years of very differing history talking about very different things. Here in England 530 years ago the wars of the Roses were just about to end.  530 years ago in Portugal a man called Christopher Columbus married and in his wife’s dowry were some very old maps which encouraged him to set sail a few years later and discover America. In about 40 years Luther would nail his 95 theses to the church door in Wittenberg and the reformation would begin.
I hope that gives you a bit of a framework in which to hang these Minor Prophets.
Now I want to actually have a look at one of these Minor Prophets. I have chosen Obadiah which we read as our OT reading because it is short and maybe in what is left of the time we can come to try and understand what God was saying at the time and what God is saying to us now.

Who is Obadiah? - name means Servant of Jah - there are at least 13 in the Old Testament. 

We know almost nothing of this one. Except that like all the prophets of God he declares that he is a prophet of the Lord; v1 The vision of Obadiah. Thus says the Lord GOD concerning Edom

When was Obadiah? By use of his writings by Jeremiah we can put him earlier or contemporary with Jeremiah - so before the destruction of Jerusalem 586 BC

Liberal Theologians who do not believe that prophecy can happen want to place him after destruction of Edom (around 300 BC) because that is what is prophesied here
Some (rabbinic tradition and Easter Orthodox) equate him with the head of Ahab's household – the Obadiah who hid 100 prophets from Jezebel so - mid 9th Century BC - say 860 BC

Me, I think he is early ... say 800-700 BC but in fact it isn’t too important for his message is timeless.
What is Obadiah about? Unlike the rest of the Minor prophets the one thing it is not about is “warning Israel or Judah”. We have to be careful that we do not limit God. God has always been concerned about the whole world. In this case His concern is about Judah, but not to warn them for their failings but to judge someone else for mistreating them. It is about judgement and as Doug pointed out last week, ultimately judgement looks forward to a perfect future where there is no more injustice. No more traitors, no more tears
 To find out what Obadiah is about we have to go back even further in history, back into Genesis and the time of Jacob and Esau. Back to more than 1100 years earlier to about 1870 BC  - In our terms that is so long ago that it is long before William the conqueror; King Alfred the Great is on the throne here in Anga-land, and Eric the Red is in Greenland, but has not yet got to Vinland - America
Let me remind you of the story in Genesis of Jacob claiming the birthright by pretending to be Esau, goatskin on his hands to disguise his smooth skin and pretend to be his hairy brother Esau … – Esau is also called “Edom” which means red, firstly because he was born with a mat of red hair all over him; also because of the red lentil stew that he had exchanged for his birthright, and also because he was a weather beaten red skinned hunter. 

When the dust of Jacob’s deceit had settled…eventually… Esau settled in the South East of the area in Seir – Seir does mean ‘hairy’ but here it is the place. 
Remember, Esau is “red” and “hairy” hence when the bible says in Gen 36:8 So Esau settled in the hill country of Seir. (Esau is Edom.)  The play on words is to help people remember the truth.– That sets the scene for all that Obadiah has to say
Edom is Jacob’s brother
Edom is/was a very rugged place: the city that Esau founded – the “mount of Esau” in v8 and 9 of Obadiah - was built in a valley on the top of the mountain of Seir with only very narrow clefts and ravines in the rocks through which attackers could come – very easy for only a few people to defend. It had its own water supply – essentially an artificial oasis in the centre of a mountain-top city. It was a very safe place, almost impregnable and became an important place where the treasures for the whole region were stored –a bit like Switzerland today, bankers for the world; they were bankers with safety deposit boxes for the whole region because it was so secure. The rock is a red sandstone – and here was later built Petra famously described as – “the Rose Red City half as old as time” 

We see in our passage the impregnability of the whole area.

Oba 1:3 The pride of your heart has deceived you, you who live in the clefts of the rock, in your lofty dwelling, who say in your heart, "Who will bring me down to the ground?" Though you soar aloft like the eagle, though your nest is set among the stars, from there I will bring you down, declares the LORD. 

I read that to explain why the Edomites thought they were safe in their easy-to- defend-city. In fact that was not the only thing that they thought, not the only thing they trusted in. They thought that because they had treasures from all sorts of nations in their store rooms that they were big and important and respected but as God points out in Obadiah this was not the case, the nations despised them.
One might think that maybe this is what God has against them, that they were trusting in the wrong things, their invulnerability and their perceived importance. 
But that is not what Obadiah says. God’s complaint against the Edomites was that they had stood by and watched while other people and other nations invaded Jerusalem. The fault is a failure in brotherly love and a failure to care for your brother: this is emphasised by referring not merely to Judah and Israel but to “your brother Jacob”

v 10: Because of the violence done to your brother Jacob, shame shall cover you, and you shall be cut off forever. 

On the day that you stood aloof, on the day that strangers carried off his wealth and foreigners entered his gates and cast lots for Jerusalem, you were like one of them. But do not gloat over the day of your brother in the day of his misfortune; do not rejoice over the people of Judah in the day of their ruin; do not boast in the day of distress

So far, it doesn’t look as though they did too much – maybe just stood by and watched it happen, but in fact they had been worse than that: the next verse talks about they themselves looting Jerusalem and then the final dreadful deed. As the survivors fled from Jerusalem,  when they got to the safety of their borders, The Edomites rounded them up and handed them over; v 14 Do not stand at the crossroads to cut off his fugitives; do not hand over his survivors in the day of distress 

One can hardly imagine a more distressing happening, you are fleeing from invaders, trying to keep your wife and children together, hanging on to a few remnants of your belongings - at last you get to a safe place just across the border where you can rest and recover and plan what to do next … and … you are promptly rounded up by someone who at very least should have been neutral. 
OK so that is what they did: What was God’s response?

Well, initially it seems a bit OTT - over the top. In v1 He calls all the Nations together to attack Edom. This should warn us that the Edom is a pattern for something else much bigger than the immediate situation. This is something very important to God. If God sets out to destroy someone, then what is happening is a serious business. Make no mistake about it, the intention is to destroy them. – look at verse 5 & 6: Thieves would merely harvest them – why kill the goose that lays the golden egg? Harvesters don’t bother with taking every last stalk, they leave something for gleaning. You are going to be cleaned out. Your allies are going to be the ones who drive you to your borders (and take you far away). Those who ate your bread will betray you (have we heard that somewhere before? – the upper room and Judas) v 10 Because of the violence done to your brother Jacob, shame shall cover you, and you shall be cut off forever  
This is prophecy – did it happen? Yes it did! When? – around 300 BC Edom was overrun and destroyed. Never again did its peoples form a recognisable nation group. As it says later on in v18 there shall be no survivor for the house of Esau, for the LORD has spoken. 

This is a funny book, No real mention of Israel and Judah except as victims and very few general statements that are easy to see, yet God has placed it in his word. So it must be important and it must be important for us.
All the commentators see one very central lesson. Those who live by the sword will die by the sword v15: As you have done, it shall be done to you; your deeds shall return on your own head. Those who live by the sword will die by the sword was what Jesus said in Gethsemane. 
What we are looking at here is “The day of the Lord” v15 - that is when God begins to put everything right – and that day begins with judgement of evil actions. As you have done so will it be done to you. Only after the judgement do we see “The kingdom will be the Lord’s” the very last statement of Obadiah.

To avoid living by violence – and so being judged for it – is probably relatively easy for us today. We don’t live in a society where ordinary decent people wave swords around or carry guns but God isn’t actually thinking about that. He has a different perspective in Obadiah. 
Our relationship with those who are our brothers and sisters is what this book is about. 
Remember Jesus said “to be angry with your brother is worthy of judgement; to call your brother a thicko” is worthy of hellfire” – we all know that we can appear nice and sweet on the outside but be violent and bitter inside === and so ‘worthy of judgement’  
God has a different perspective – and his ideas are the ones that matter.  We read in our NT reading. v16 And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? 

In the next chapter John writes to us 1 John 4:20  If anyone says, "I love God," and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen. And this commandment we have from him: whoever loves God must also love his brother. 

There are two aspects of brotherhood I could talk about. The first one is about our love and care for each other. The community that is this church. The relationships between each other. Although we have St Peters, let us be reminded that the Church is people, the building will not work as it should unless we are actively being God’s people, His church. 

I looked at the words “fellowship” and “community” and at the words “brother” and “sister”   - more than 400 NT references - and realised that to do justice to these ideas would need a series of sermons and as this is something that we are already thinking about in the questionnaires we are filling in about our future I would suggest that we all do some work looking at these words as we pray and try to find out what are God’s ideas for who we need to be.
But Obadiah isn’t about that kind of brotherhood - immediate relationships with people – it is about a bigger vision than that

I suppose one could ask “who is my brother?” Obadiah is an old and yet modern parable that answers this question. “who is my brother?” I want to remind all of us  that just as Jacob and Israel were twins combing from one womb so there are now three churches born out of the womb of Greatham L’Abri. 
· Those of you who remained faithful to the IPC are here now.

· Those who formed Trinity. 
· Those who formed Hope. 
These are: 
1. Firstly, made up of brothers and sisters in Christ. 
2. Secondly they are sister Churches here on the ground in Liss and the surrounding villages 
3. Finally, as churches, they are womb-brothers and God considers brotherhood important
We can go our different ways, and that is right and proper. We can correctly have different emphases in worship and methods of outreach. It is even OK to have different views on secondary items of theology and doctrine – like church government but we must never forget that God considers brotherhood important. 
The time is past when we can harbour hurts and grudges over how things happened back then when we divided. The time is past for feeling sadness and betrayal over lost friendships. God is the great healer but also God considers brotherhood important  If you are still distressed and concerned about the past then seek God’s healing hands.
We should be seeking the good of our sister churches. As in law, ignorance is no excuse. It is not good enough to not know their needs, to not know what they are doing. I would also say that finding out where they are means seeing all sides of the history, not just a biased view from one person – That will not be easy, for it is always hard to avoid gossip. My advice is to forget the details of the labour pains and try and concentrate on the present, not the past. They have needs. We have needs. Let us find out about each other. God is the great provider of both their needs and ours and God considers brotherhood important. If we see that they have needs that we can fulfil then God will provide for us so that we can be their provider = and vice-versa
When we have an opportunity – as Good Friday, let us worship our wonderful God together. 
When we can meet socially like the “banishing the blues” concert or going on the Easter Monday walk together  – then let us do it, we will not find out what they are doing, what they  are needing if we cut ourselves off and do not talk to them. A self-centred separation from our brothers is not an option for us, not if we seek to be obedient.
Because we have much more history than Obadiah had we know what it means when it says in the last verse Saviours shall go up to Mount Zion to rule Mount Esau, and the kingdom shall be the LORD’s 

That statement looks to the future, not only future for Obadiah but future still for us, it means God’s eventual rule over everything and everyone.
We are the Lord’s people, redeemed by him and purchased to be his special possession. But even more, we have the ultimate example in Christ Jesus of what brotherhood means. As a result of his love and his sacrifice on the cross for us; we have been adopted to be children of God – we are brothers and sisters of the living Lord. He is our brother and God considers brotherhood important
May that be the motive and the strength for all our relationships with each other and between the churches.
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