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HAFTARAH FOR VA-YISHLAH
OBADIAH 1:1-21

The entire brief book of Obadiah is the hafia-
rah. The prophecy is a message of judgment and
promise.

The judgment focuses on the nation of Edom,
whose downfall is proclaimed for their treachery
against their “brother Israel” during the siege and
destruction of the First Temple. Because Edom
participated in the plunder, they shall be plun-
dered in turn (v. 15). Given these allusions, most
modern scholars concur that the work was writ-
ten sometime after the fall of Jerusalem in 587—
586 B.C.E.

The theme of promise is addressed to Israel
(the House of Jacob). On the day of doom they
“shall wreak judgment on Mount Esau” (v. 21),
inheriting its lands as part of a national resettle-
ment in the promised land. The renewal of the
ancient rivalry between Esau/Edom and Jacob/
Israel will again result in the loss of the elder
brother’s patrimony.

RELATION OF THE HAFTARAH
TO THE PARASHAH

The narrative in the parashah and the prophecy
in the haftarah stand at two opposite points in
the historical spectrum of relations between Ja-
cob (Israel) and Esau (Edom). The Torah narra-
tive continues the account of the brothers’ rela-
tionship that began with embryonic and natal
strife and assumed consequential proportions
when Jacob deceived his father, Isaac, to obtain
the blessing of the firstborn. As a result of the
enmity engendered, Jacob fled to Paddan-aram
where he married Leah and Rachel, assembled
great wealth, and eventually made plans to re-
turn to his homeland at the divine behest. The
parashah opens with Jacob sending messengers
to Esau to placate his twin who is marching
toward him with an army. Unexpectedly, Esau

receives his brother with a noble and generous
spirit. The brothers separate in peace, each to
his own land. National conflicts between their
descendants lie in the distant future.

The haftarah takes us to the end of the biblical
period, after Judah was exiled from its homeland
and Edom participated in the downfall of the
nation (cf. Ps. 137:7). The prophet indicts the
elder “brother” for duplicity and arraigns him
on charges of passive and active deceit. The roles
of deceiver—deceived are now reversed, with fa-
tal consequences for Edom. Obadiah predicts
Edom’s destruction and dispossession. As a tri-
umphant nation, Israel will consume Edom and
resettle its homeland. What is more, this destruc-
tion is part of a scenario at “the end of days,” that
will result in the restoration of God’s dominion
over all.

It is not clear if the prophet saw Israelite res-
toration in world historical terms or as a case of
national liberation. His rabbinic heirs clearly re-
garded the defeat of Edom as the end of historical
tyranny and the onset of God’s universal king-
ship. This is because Edom had become a stan-
dard name for the hated Roman Empire. As a
result, the prophecy of Obadiah fostered hopes
for an end to this brutal domination and a res-
toration of national religious service. In due
course, when Christendom assumed the mantle
and the might of Rome, the name Edom received
a new identity.

The encounter between Jacob and Esau
marked by the parashah was dramatized in poli-
tical terms through exemplifying Edom as im-
perial or medieval Rome and in religious terms
through exemplifying Edom as the civil cult of
Rome or as Christianity. For all postbiblical read-
ers, Obadiah’s prophecy of liberators ascending
Mount Zion to destroy Edom, and the anticipa-
tion of God’s dominion, was crucial. It was the
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consolation preached by ancient Sages and re- in the daily morning liturgy, where it occurs at
cited by synagogue poets. Exemplary in this re- the conclusion of Psukei d’Zimra (an opening
gard is the thematic centrality of Obad. 1:21 in  selection of biblical psalms and hymns before
Jewish liturgy, because it serves as one of the cli-  the call to worship [Barkhu]). In both contexts,
mactic verses in part of the Rosh ha-Shanah Mu- Obad. 1:21 is cited along with the prophecy of
saf service (known as Malkhuyot), celebrating divine dominion in Zech. 14:9 (“And the Lorp
and proclaiming God’s future kingdom or do- shall be king over all the earth; in that day there
minion. The verse also has a climactic presence shall be one Lorp with one name.”)
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1 The prophecy of Obadiah.

We have received tidings from the Lorp,
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And an envoy has been sent out among
the nations:

“Up! Let us rise up against her for battle.”

Thus said my Lord Gop concerning Edom:

2] will make you least among nations,

You shall be most despised.

3Your arrogant heart has seduced you,

You who dwell in clefts of the rock,

In your lofty abode.

You think in your heart,

“Who can pull me down to earth?”

4Should you nest as high as the eagle,

Should your eyrie be lodged 'mong the

stars,

Even from there I will pull you down

—declares the Lorp.

5If thieves were to come to you,
Marauders by night,
They would steal no more than they

needed.
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Obadiah 1:1. The prophecy of Obadiah  speaker. Ibn Ezra suggested that this reflects

The word translated as “prophecy” (hazon) lit-  Obadiah’s identification with other prophets

erally means “vision.” like “Jeremiah, Isaiah, and Amos who prophe-
We have received The plural form of the sied against Edom.”

word translated as “we have received” (shama- 3. You who dwell in clefts of the rock This

nu) is unexpected because there is only one image of living in a remote mountain fastness,
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If vintagers came to you,

They would surely leave some gleanings.
How utterly you are destroyed!

6How thoroughly rifled is Esau,

How ransacked his hoards!

7All your allies turned you back

At the frontier;

Your own confederates

Have duped and overcome you;

[Those who ate] your bread

Have planted snares under you.

He is bereft of understanding.
8In that day

—declares the Lorp—
I will make the wise vanish from Edom,
Understanding from Esau’s mount.
9Your warriors shall lose heart, O Teman,
And not a man on Esau’s mount

Shall survive the slaughter.

10For the outrage to your brother Jacob,
Disgrace shall engulf you,

And you shall perish forever.

110n that day when you stood aloof,
When aliens carried off his goods,
When foreigners entered his gates

And cast lots for Jerusalem,

You were as one of them.

12How could you gaze with glee
On your brother that day,

On his day of calamity!

How could you gloat

Over the people of Judah

and thus beyond danger, portrays Edom’s pride.
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(southeast of the Dead Sea), used here to desig-

9. Teman A city and region in Edom nate Edom asa whole.
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On that day of ruin!
How could you loudly jeer
On a day of anguish!

I3How could you enter the gate of My

people
On its day of disaster,
Gaze in glee with the others
On its misfortune
On its day of disaster,
And lay hands on its wealth
On its day of disaster!
14How could you stand at the passes
To cut down its fugitives!
How could you betray those who fled
On that day of anguish!
15As you did, so shall it be done to you;

Your conduct shall be requited.

Yea, against all nations
The day of the Lorb is at hand.

16That same cup that you drank on My

Holy Mount
Shall all nations drink evermore,

Drink till their speech grows thick,

And they become as though they had never

been.

17But on Zion’s mount a remnant shall

survive,
And it shall be holy.
The House of Jacob shall dispossess
Those who dispossessed them.
18The House of Jacob shall be fire,
And the House of Joseph flame,
And the House of Esau shall be straw;
They shall burn it and devour it,

15. day of the Lorp An anticipated time of
judgment against Isracl and the nations. It is
first mentioned in Amos 5:18,20 and is usually
depicted as accompanied by violent terrestrial
and atmospheric disturbances (cf. this idiom in

Ezek. 30:3 and Joel 1:15).
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17. holy That is, inviolate. Compare Jer.
2:3, “Israel was holy to the Lorp, / The first
fruits of His harvest. / All who ate of it were
held guilty.”
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OBADIAH 1:19 HAFTARAH FOR VA-YISHLAH

And no survivor shall be left of the House
of Esau
—for the LorD has spoken.

19Thus they shall possess the Negeb and
Mount Esau as well, the Shephelah and Philis-
tia. They shall possess the Ephraimite country
and the district of Samaria, and Benjamin
along with Gilead. 20And that exiled force of
Israelites [shall possess] what belongs to the
PhoeniciansasfarasZarephath, while theJeru-
salemite exile community of Sepharad shall
possess the towns of the Negeb. 21 For liberators
shall march up on Mount Zion to wreak judg-
ment on Mount Esau; and dominion shall be
the LorD’s.
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18. for the Lorp has spoken Hebrew: ki
YHVH dibber. This formula gives divine au-
thority to the prophet’s words and was used to
cite earlier prophecies at the time of their re-
application to new circumstances. In this case,
the reference is to the oracle against Edom re-
cited by Balaam, in Num. 24:17. The same
terms for dispossession and survival link the
passages.

20. Zarephath A town on the Phoenician
coast, also mentioned in 1 Kings 17:9 as being
in the vicinity of Sidon.

Sepharad The Aramaic form of Sardis, a

city in Asia Minor, as evidenced by an Aramaic—
Lydian bilingual inscription. Targum Jonathan
and all later Jewish interpreters understood this
place as Spain. On this basis, the Jews of Iberian
descent are called S fardim.

21. For liberators shall march up This
concluding allusion to the “liberators” (moshi-im)
of Israel, who will “wreak judgment” (/ishpot)
on the enemy, makes use of the old language of
saviors and judgment found in the Book of
Judges (cf. Ibn Ezra). The liberators here came
to be understood as the Messiah and his com-
panions (Radak).
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