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3Deceived by  
allies 
(vv. 5–7)

These verses tell us that Edom is in for a double 
surprise. Both the thoroughness with which it is 
to be pillaged and the betrayal that leads to it will 
catch the people unawares. They just don’t see it 
coming—but Obadiah does!

We already know that Edom is to be brought 
down. Now we find out what that will 
involve.

The extent of the destruction (vv. 5–6)

First, the extent of the judgement is dramatically underlined. 
We are given two illustrations of what will not be happening 
to Edom.

Burglars are selective: electrical goods, jewellery, car keys. 
They usually know what they are looking for, so that they can 
be gone before they are spotted or any alarm is raised. There 
is a limit to what they want and what they can take. Their 
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aim is to get what they can sell on for their own profit, not 
to destroy the home of their victim. But this kind of cherry-
picking thievery is not what lies in store for Edom. Their fate 
will be far worse.

Then there were the laws surrounding grape-gathering. 
The poor were to be catered for (literally!). Workers had to 
be careful not to strip the vineyards or gather the fallen grapes 
(Lev. 19:9–10). There were to be generous leftovers for those 
reduced to begging. The people of Israel were to reflect their 
God’s care for the poor and homeless. The book of Ruth tells 
of how she benefited from this practice in the fields at the time 
of the barley harvest. Edom’s enemies, on the other hand, 
would not spare a thought for the poor and hungry when they 
began to asset-strip the land. The kind of plundering which 
Edom was to face would be of a different order altogether. 
Their plunderers, unlike the God of Israel, would show no 
mercy. Edom would be ‘stripped … bare’, as Jeremiah puts it 
(Jer. 49:10).

There would be no place to hide—either for the Edomites 
or for their valuables. They needn’t think that they would get 
enough prior warning to find safe hidey-holes for themselves. 
Nor would they be able to stash belongings and then return to 
reclaim them at a later date. Their treasures would be ‘sought 
out’ (v. 6).

We get very attached to our ‘treasures’. It’s not only pride 
that deceives—so do riches (Matt. 13:22; Mark 4:19). They 
convince us that they are what life is all about (Luke 12:15). 
They take our thoughts away from the word of God (Matt. 
13:22) and seduce our hearts. Before we know it, we are 
following the unhappy example of the foolish farmer who 
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‘[laid] up treasure for himself’ and was not ‘rich towards God’ 
(Luke 12:21). Our Saviour has warned us, ‘Do not lay up for 
yourselves treasures on earth … For where your treasure is, 
there your heart will be also’ (Matt. 6:19, 21). If we are not 
very careful, having captured our hearts, ‘the love of money’ 
will lead us into ‘all kinds of evil’ (1 Tim. 6:10). ‘You cannot 
serve God and money’ (Matt. 6:24).

As Jonah found out, you can’t hide from God (Jonah 
1:3–4). The book of Revelation (quoting from Isaiah) tells 
us that there will be many on the day of judgement who 
will make the same discovery. They will be ‘calling to the 
mountains and rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face 
of him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the 
Lamb”’ (Rev. 6:16).

Achan learned that, not only is it impossible to hide from 
God, but you can’t hide things from him either (Josh. 7:1, 
20–23). The beautiful cloak, silver shekels and gold bar 
were just as visible to God when they were buried under the 
tent as they were when they were ‘laid … down before the 
Lord’ (7:23). God knows the heart of every individual and 
the balance of every secret bank account. He knows what 
we have got and what we are doing with it. And what he has 
entrusted to us he is well able to withdraw in an instant, as 
the Edomites would discover. The judgement they could 
expect would involve their enemies taking everything and 
leaving nothing. They would be picked clean, with no cause 
for complaint: ‘with the measure you use it will be measured 
to you’ (Matt. 7:2).

Their judgement would be detailed and thorough, and 
so will ours. Jesus said so: ‘on the day of judgement people 
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will give account for every careless word they speak’ (Matt. 
12:36). ‘Nothing is covered up that will not be revealed, or 
hidden that will not be known’ (Luke 12:2). Paul even warns 
those in Christian service that the quality of their work will 
be tested too: ‘Now if anyone builds on the foundation [Jesus 
Christ] with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw—
each one’s work will become manifest, for the Day will 
disclose it, because it will be revealed by fire, and the fire will 
test what sort of work each one has done’ (1 Cor. 3:12–13). 
It is possible to do things in our lives that are impressive and 
widely admired, but which will not stand up to the scrutiny 
of the last day.

Then it won’t be possible to put a positive spin on things, 
to exaggerate, misrepresent or in any other way give a false 
impression. All will be ‘stripped … bare’ (Jer. 49:10)—a 
terrifying prospect for unbelievers, and a sobering one for 
Christians. There won’t be any condemnation on that day 
for Christians, but there will be a few surprises when rewards 
are distributed according to what was really going on behind 
the scenes and in people’s hearts. One thing we can be sure of: 
‘many who are first will be last, and the last first’ (Matt. 19:30).

The source of the destruction (v. 7)

Who will be responsible for Esau’s destruction? Supposed 
allies. The Edomites will find themselves fleeing from those 
they thought were their friends. Instead of helping to keep 
other nations at bay, they will be driving the people of Edom 
out of their homeland. Instead of being dependable, their 
friends will prove deceitful. It will be a bitter pill to swallow, 
a betrayal of the worst kind.
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When a brother in arms takes up arms against you, it hurts. 
When someone who has eaten at your table plots against you 
in league with those more interested in devouring you, it cuts 
deep. It has to rank high in any table of adverse experiences. 
That’s what happens when we rely on alliances and treaties 
with fellow sinners. The sad truth is that they can’t be trusted, 
and neither can we.

It’s not just the devil and our own hearts that can deceive 
us. The apostle John warns us that there are many doing the 
devil’s work for him (1 John 2:26; 3:7). Whether it is Jacob 
deceiving Isaac, Laban deceiving Jacob or the Gibeonites 
deceiving Joshua, the lesson is the same: we need to be 
aware of the possibility that we might be deceived by others. 
Even those who speak in God’s name aren’t to be taken on 
trust. Prophets in Jeremiah’s day were preaching ‘the deceit 
of their own minds’ (Jer. 14:14). It was a nice, reassuring 
message, but it wasn’t from the Lord, and it wasn’t true. The 
New Testament has a special cautionary word for us about 
deceptive false teachers (Rom. 
16:18; Eph. 5:6; 2 Thes. 2:3). We 
need to be as wise as serpents 
and as innocent as doves in our 
dealings with others.

It is a sad fact that we are all too 
quick to trust those undeserving of 
our confidence, while at the same 
time being woefully slow to trust 
in the One infinitely worthy of our 
trust. Suffering from a blockade 
imposed by King Baasha of Israel, 
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Asa, king of Judah, turned to the king of Syria for help. But for 
Syria to enter into a covenant with Judah would mean Syria 
breaking their covenant with Israel. Such are the covenants of 
men: entered into and broken according to convenience. Not 
so with the everlasting covenant of a faithful God. And yet it 
was this God Asa wouldn’t rely on. No wonder Hanani was 
sent to confront Asa about such a foolish course of action. 
Fancy preferring to rely on the king of Syria rather than on 
the Lord his God—especially given that the Lord had proved 
himself faithful in a similar situation in the past (2 Chr. 
16:1–8)! Asa’s successor, Jehoshaphat, also got himself into 
trouble through an ill-advised alliance, with Ahaz and even 
Hezekiah following suit.

Throughout Old Testament history, nations were never 
slow to join forces against the people of God. The New 
Testament tells us about one of the more unlikely alliances—
this time against the Son of God—when we read of how 
‘Herod and Pilate became friends with each other’ (Luke 
23:12). Not far into the book of Acts we see others ganging 
up on Jesus’ followers (Acts 4:24–30), a practice that has 
continued to the present day. We will have to face alliances 
against the Christian church. The only alliance that makes 
sense for us, the only alliance that can safely be trusted, is one 
with a faithful God, founded on a reliable covenant.

The remarkable thing is that this God is prepared to enter 
into a covenant with those who have proved themselves 
to be covenant-breakers over and over again. Although 
theologians have, at times, made more of it than the Bible 
does, the rules of the garden of Eden amount to something 
very much like a covenant, and, ever since, Adam’s 
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descendants have been following his example. No sooner 
had Moses delivered the Ten Commandments and confirmed 
the covenant with the people than they were breaking it. 
From then on, Israel’s history could be described as a serial 
breaking and renewing of the covenant. Christians are made 
of the same stuff. Thankfully, the new covenant makes fuller 
and clearer provision for our unfaithfulness than did the 
old. Every time we take part in the Lord’s Supper we have 
reason to acknowledge that we have failed in our covenant 
commitments, even as we celebrate our Saviour’s successful 
sealing of the covenant with his blood. Despite all of our 
betrayals, Jesus’ love for us led him willingly to suffer the 
pain of betrayal. This was no small part of his sufferings. 
David experienced real heartache when betrayed by his 
counsellor Ahithophel and his son Absalom. We know that 
because he put his feelings into words in two psalms (Ps. 41:9; 
55:13–14, 20). And the Lord quoted David as Judas’ betrayal 
drew near (John 13:18). In some ways David had only himself 
to blame for the betrayals he suffered. Poor parenting was 
certainly a factor with Absalom, and the rebellion was part 
of the Lord’s punishment for David’s sin with Bathsheba (2 
Sam. 12:11). In contrast, Jesus had done nothing to deserve 
the treachery of Judas. We were to blame. It was for our sakes 
that he ‘endured from sinners such hostility against himself’ 
(Heb. 12:3). The Edomites never saw their allies’ betrayal 
coming, whereas Jesus did. It added to his sufferings (John 
13:21). Knowing exactly what awaited him in Jerusalem took 
its toll. Thankfully, it was a price he was prepared to pay.

For further study 
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