
The author

We know nothing about Nahum apart from his birthplace and
name (1:1), which is not a pseudonym but a proper name
meaning ‘comforter’. It occurs nowhere else in the Old

Testament and there are no records of his genealogy or personal history.
The assertion that he was a descendant of an Israelite exile who was

deported to Assyria or an inhabitant of Assyria itself, at least when he
wrote the prophecy, is improbable. His acquaintance with the layout of
Nineveh and the sins of its populace do not substantiate such a claim, for
he spoke as an inspired prophet. At this time any intelligent Judean could
have written of Nineveh as Nahum has done. Not only her fame as a
centre of trade, and her harsh treatment of peoples, but her general
situation must have been well known to an inhabitant of Judah from the
close relations his country had with Assyria.
Elkosh, mentioned nowhere else in the Bible, probably refers to the

place of Nahum’s birth rather than to his ancestry, father’s name or
country of residence. A sixteenth-century Arab tradition identifies
Elkosh with Al Qosh, a village approximately twenty-four miles north of
modern Mosul in Iraq, the ancient site of Nineveh.
Jerome locates Elkosh in Galilee. Another writer concludes that he

was born in Galilee during the Assyrian invasions, and that he emigrated
to Judaea, where he lived and prophesied. There is nothing in the
prophecy itself to suggest a Galilean site, however. Nahum’s mention of
Bashan, Carmel and Lebanon (1:4) does not require a northern Palestine
location. Other possibilities are New Testament Capernaum (‘village of
Nahum’) or Beit-Jebrim (twenty miles south-west of Jerusalem) in
Judah, which is more likely.
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The date

Nahum gives no specific date and, unlike other minor prophets
(cf. Micah 1:1; Zephaniah 1:1), he does not mention a king by
name, either Assyrian or Judaean. Internal evidence must

therefore help us to find the period in which he prophesied.
According to 2:2, the Assyrians had already ‘laid waste’ Israel (the

northern kingdom). Ashurbanipal’s destruction of Thebes (No Amon),
so vividly described by Nahum (3:8–10), which took place in 663 BC, is
also spoken of as a past event. Throughout the book he portrays the
Assyrian empire as strong and seemingly invincible: its people are
‘unscathed and numerous’ (1:12), a pride of savage beasts (2:12), and
‘never without victims’ (3:1); its merchants are ‘more than the stars in the
sky’ (3:16) and its guards and officials are like ‘swarms of locusts’ (3:17).
It was during the reign of Ashurbanipal (669–627 BC) that Assyria
reached the height of its power. After his death the strength of the empire
rapidly declined, culminating in the fall of Nineveh (612 BC), which is
regarded by Nahum as a future event.
All this means that Nahum must have prophesied somewhere between

the destruction of Thebes (663) and the death of Ashurbanipal (627). In
an attempt to be more precise, we may guess that as Nahum makes no
mention of Judah’s sin, the people of God may have been in a time of
reformation, either late in Manasseh’s reign (c. 650–642 BC) or in Josiah’s
reign (c. 640–609 BC). It is clear from Nahum’s prophecy that Judah was
still under Assyrian domination (1:13). The yoke was broken during the
second half of Josiah’s reign (c. 620 BC). In addition, Nahum’s vivid
portrayal of Thebes’ destruction (663 BC) and his silence concerning its
restoration about nine years later (c. 654 BC), suggest a date sooner rather
than later after its fall. Other commentators argue that the prophet’s
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The author

Nothing is known for certain about the prophet Obadiah except
his name, which is not a symbolic or false name, as some of the
older commentators suggest, but a proper name meaning

‘servant’ or ‘worshipper of the LORD’. It is mentioned only in the first
verse of his prophecy.
Despite this uncertainty, various Jewish traditions have arisen

concerning him. One of these traditions, found in the Babylonian
Talmud, identifies him with the Obadiah who was in charge of Ahab’s
palace during the time of Elijah (1 Kings 18:3ff); another says he was the
captain of the fifty men whom Elijah spared during Ahaziah’s reign
(2 Kings 1:13–15); and the Talmud reasons that, because he prophesied
against Edom, he himself must have been an Edomite by birth and a
convert to the Jewish religion.
There is a similar difference of opinion among commentators. One

view is that he was among the officials that Jehoshaphat sent to teach in
the towns of Judah (2 Chronicles 17:7). Another is that he was the
Obadiah who supervised the workmen who repaired the temple during
Josiah’s reign (2 Chronicles 34:12). Others say he was the Shunammite’s
son who was restored to life by Elisha (2 Kings 4:32–35), or a chariot
commander who helped Jehoram overcome Edom’s rebellion
(2 Chronicles 21:8–10). The last view is cited by some as the reason why
God chose Obadiah to pronounce his judgements against Edom.
However, the contrast between the silence of Holy Scripture as to the

prophet Obadiah and the anxiety of men to know something of him is
deafening. God has willed that only his name and this brief prophecy
should be known in this world. May the Bible’s silence and God’s will
satisfy our curiosity.
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The date

Critics have suggested many conflicting dates: from as early as the
ninth century BC to as late as the fourth century BC. There are two
reasons for this uncertainty. First, unlike most of the other

prophets, Obadiah does not mention his father (cf. Joel 1:1), his home
town (cf. Amos 1:1), or the monarch who was reigning at the time of his
vision (cf. Hosea 1:1). Secondly, the internal evidence of the prophecy,
which must be examined to determine its date, is by no means conclusive.
The most helpful clue to the book’s date is found in verses 11–14,

where Obadiah describes an attack on Jerusalem. But to which attack is
he referring? There are four recorded in the Old Testament. The first, in
the fifth year of King Rehoboam (925 BC), was by Shishak, King of Egypt
(1 Kings 14:25–26). The second, by the Philistines and Arabs
(2 Chronicles 21:16–17), occurred during the reign of Jehoram (854–842
BC). Jehoash, King of Israel, carried out the third attack (2 Kings
14:13–14), and Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon, the fourth (586 BC).
Nebuchadnezzar killed Jerusalem’s inhabitants with the sword, drove
the remainder into exile, broke down the city wall, burned every
important building and destroyed everything of value (2 Chronicles
36:17–20).
The most natural conclusion is that Obadiah is referring to this last

attack and that he prophesied between the sacking of Jerusalem by the
Babylonians (586 BC) and the end of Nebuchadnezzar’s siege of Tyre a
few years later (by which time Nebuchadnezzar had also overcome the
Edomites). This is suggested by the book’s contents (cf. 2 Kings 25:4–6
with Obadiah 14), its relation to Jeremiah’s parallel prophecy (Jeremiah
49:7–22), the Edomites’ recorded involvement in and excitement at the
fourth attack (Psalm 137:7; Ezekiel 25:12; 35:5,15; 36:5) and other similar
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Old Testament prophecies from the sixth century (Lamentations
4:18–22; Ezekiel 25:12–14; 35:1–15).
If the above conclusion is correct, Obadiah lived at the same time as

Jeremiah and was an eyewitness to the destruction of Jerusalem. The
main people who received his prophecy were ‘the poorest people of the
land’ who had been left behind by the Babylonians ‘to work the vineyards
and fields’ (2 Kings 25:12), although his message was almost certainly
also conveyed to the Israelites in exile. And his book, placed after Amos
in the canon of Scripture, is not in the correct chronological order.
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