
Disciple of a prophet 
The man who gave till it hurt 

SERMON 4: LENT 2018 (OBADIAH) 
 
R. G. LeTourneau (1888 – 1969) was a Christian industrialist who dedicated his life to 
“being a businessman for God.” He was hugely successful, designing and developing 
his own line of earth-moving equipment. 
 
LeTourneau was the maker of nearly 300 inventions, and had hundreds of patents in 
his lifetime. As he succeeded financially, he increased his giving to the point where he 
was giving 90% of his income to the Lord’s work. 
 

“I shovel out the money, and God shovels it back—but God has a bigger shovel.” – R. G. 
LeTourneau 

 
Nothing is free in the Kingdom. Nothing in my experience. Everything is under 
contest from the enemy of our souls.  
 
But the key question in Christ is always what will we die for?  
 
In 1 Kings 18, which is related to our study of Obadiah, as you will see in a minute, 
the 12 stones Elijah took up in repairing the “altar of the Lord” stood for foundations. 
12 tribes. The identity of God’s people. Who are we really?   
 
Here’s the Scripture: 
 
“Elijah took twelve stones, one for each of the tribes descended from Jacob, to whom 

the word of the Lord had come, saying, ‘Your name shall be Israel.’”        (1 Kings 
18.31) 

 
When did the Word come — “your name shall be Israel”? 
 
Nowhere but in Wayishlach – Genesis 32.3/4-36.43, which the Jews read in their 
Synagogue serve of with Obadiah the prophet.  
 
Here’s the portion of Wayishlach: 
 

“The man asked him, “What is your name?”  
‘Jacob,’ he answered. 

28 Then the man said, ‘Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel, because you 
have struggled with God and with humans and have overcome.’”                    (Genesis 

32.27-8) 
 
So 1 Kings 18 betrays a knowledge of the contents of Genesis 32.27-8. 
 
The story in Wayishlach concerns Jacob and Esau. And since “Esau is the same as 
Edom” the story of Obadiah concerns Jacob and Edom. 



 
So why has 1 Kings 18 been tied into this theme?  
 
Because 1 Kings 18 concerns a time when pagans ruled Israel and the spirit of 
prophecy was under assault.  
 
Jezebel and Ahab were killing the prophets. They were hunting for Elijah to kill him. 
And a man called Obadiah became embroiled. Esau’s Spirit was at work killing the 
prophets but Obadiah stood up and took a side. 
 
Why try to kill off the spirit of prophecy?  
 
Because that’s where God’s kingdom life was. Prophecy concerns the establishment of 
God’s government. Baalism is of the earth. And the spirit of Esau is about worldly 
kingdoms. So the contest was real – for the identity of what Israel was.  
 
There was famine and drought in the land, times were tough. The answer, according 
to Ahab and Jezebel, was more fertility religion — what was called Baalism.  
 
Baalism is ATM worship: you punch in the right codes – usually sex and magic – and 
out pops wealth.  
 
So it was a kind of enforced Lent they were in.  
 

“Now the famine was severe in Samaria, 3 and Ahab had summoned Obadiah, his 
palace administrator.” (1 Kings 18.2b-3) 

 
There was great need. Food was rare and expensive. Everybody would have been 
sitting on their wealth hoarding it and protecting it. 
 
Ahab sends out his most important palace official — a man called Obadiah — to find 
any food or provenance to be found.  
 

“Ahab had said to Obadiah, ‘Go through the land to all the springs and valleys. 
Maybe we can find some grass to keep the horses and mules alive so we will not 

have to kill any of our animals.’” (1 Kings 18.5) 
 
He’s a public servant, the head over the palace, so he lives surrounded by the spirit of 
Esau and indeed he was raised in Edomite religion which is basically Baalism — 
fertility religion; but he himself somehow becomes converted to Yahweh and remains 
faithful to Jacob’s God. 
 
Then Elijah meets him and says to him: 
 

“Go tell your master [Ahab], ‘Elijah is here.’” (v.8) 



But Obadiah sees the immediate risk to himself of taking a side with Elijah unless 
Elijah will really stand his ground: 
 

9 “What have I done wrong,” asked Obadiah, “that you are handing your servant 
over to Ahab to be put to death? 10 …, there is not a nation or kingdom where my 
master has not sent someone to look for you. And whenever a nation or kingdom 

claimed you were not there, he made them swear they could not find you. 11 … 12 I 
don’t know where the Spirit of the Lord may carry you when I leave you. If I go and 
tell Ahab and he doesn’t find you, he will kill me. Yet I your servant have worshiped 

the Lord since my youth. 13 Haven’t you heard, my lord, what I did while Jezebel 
was killing the prophets of the Lord? I hid a hundred of the Lord’s prophets in two 

caves, fifty in each, and supplied them with food and water. 14 And now you tell me 
to go to my master and say, ‘Elijah is here.’ He will kill me!” 

 
Obadiah confesses his righteousness has already cost him plenty – indeed everything 
say the Jews.  
 
So 1 Kings 18 tells the unadulterated story of how the spirit of prophecy was under 
threat from Ahab. He was killing all the prophets. So Obadiah had already done the 
unthinkable for a public servant. He hid 100 of them. 
 
Now Just remember: Obadiah was an Edomite. Just like us at Lent, his faith was being 
tested. God was testing him to find out – how deep did his conversion go? 
 
Obadiah was a spiritual Jew:   
 
Paul, though a great Rabbi himjself, is the patron saint of spiritual Jews like Obadiah and 
us: it’s what makes him a renegade Jew and thus a good Christian: 
 
“He is not a Jew who is one only outwardly, whose circumcision is merely outward 

in the flesh. 29 But he is a Jew who is one inwardly; whose circumcision is of the 
heart, by the Spirit, not by the written law. Such a person’s praise is not from 

human beings, but from God.” (Romans 2.28-9) 
 
So these were tough times. Really tough. Food was scarce. Costs rising. People were 
under pressure. But the church needed to be rebuilt despite all the difficulties. 
 
So Elijah summoned the people to choose you this day whom you will serve – and I 
presume Obadiah was there to hear it.  
 

“Elijah went before the people and said, ‘How long will you waver between two 
opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him.’” (1 Kings 

18.21) 
 
This was a choice, ultimate in nature, between being Esau and Jacob. The Edomite 
holocaust in its first form was occurring. The Lord’s prophets were being killed in all 
directions; the spirit of Esau ruled the land. Elijah takes his stand.  



People had to choose. But what was the first thing Elijah did? 
 
He sorted out the church at its worshipping, living centre: 
 

“Then Elijah said to all the people, ‘Come here to me.’ They came to him, and he 
repaired the altar of the Lord, which had been torn down. 31 Elijah took twelve 
stones, one for each of the tribes descended from Jacob, to whom the word of the 

Lord had come, saying, ‘Your name shall be Israel.’” (1 Kings 18.30-1) 
 
Elijah ties his repair job to the identity of Jacob-Israel in Genesis 32 and thus he is 
clearly contesting Esau, for Jacob only gets the name Israel once he has contended with 
the angel of Esau! 
 
In Wayishlach Jacob goes through the same test when he wrestles the angel of Esau.  
 
In Auschwitz Frankl went wrestled with Edom and succeeded by maintaining hope.  
 
Elijah goes through it by wrestling with the prophets of Baal.  
 
And also in Elijah’s day Obadiah wrestles against Esau, as we’ll see in a minute. In the 
days ahead the whole world will go through it, in what the Bible calls the Great 
Tribulation.  
 
But this contest is wrestled many times in history.  
 
Jacob felt it, just as did Elijah and Obadiah and Viktor Frankl. 
 
Just as we do at Lent.  
 
Lent raises the question: What will we stand for? What will we die for? What will be 
believe for? Will we help in our day to reconstitute the church and rebuild the altar of 
the Lord like Elijah did. 
 
Will we be Israel? Or not? Will we be Esau or Jacob? In any event we cannot be Israel 
unless we wrestle with Esau in us.  
 
Well, I imagine also that poor old Obadiah got tested as well.  
So notice something about 1 Kings and Obadiah: 
 
1 Kings 18.2-6: 
 

“Now the famine was severe in Samaria, 3 and Ahab had summoned Obadiah, his 
palace administrator. (Obadiah was a devout believer in the Lord. 4 While Jezebel 

was killing off the Lord’s prophets, Obadiah had taken a hundred prophets and 
hidden them in two caves, fifty in each, and had supplied them with food and 

water.) 5 Ahab had said to Obadiah, ‘Go through the land to all the springs and 
valleys. Maybe we can find some grass to keep the horses and mules alive so we will 



not have to kill any of our animals.’ 6 So they divided the land they were to cover, 
Ahab went one road and Obadiah went another.” 

 
What road did Obadiah take in the Great Tribulation of his day? When everything was 
on fire and prophetic people being killed so that the idols of religion could be 
sustained? 
 
He went via a road that led him to prophecy, led him to the greatest prophet, no less than Elijah. 
 

“As Obadiah was walking along, Elijah [the prophet] met him.” (1 Kings 18.7) 
 
This was the same Elijah who said: pick a side! 
 

“Elijah went before the people and said, ‘How long will you waver between two 
opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him.’” (1 Kings 

18.21) 
 
Now that’s just my introduction — it’s long.  
So: What side did Obadiah pick?  
And why did he pick it? That’s our question.  
 
But since his name is “servant of the Lord,” probably the answer’s all too easy.  
 
But the question can also be posed as a how — how did Obadiah show his service to 
God — by extreme sacrificial giving. 
 
Obadiah picked not Baal religion but prophecy. Not the past but the future. But it cost 
him something, everything to do so. Let me show you: 
 
“Yet I your servant have worshiped the Lord since my youth. 13 Haven’t you heard, 

my lord, what I did while Jezebel was killing the prophets of the Lord? I hid a 
hundred of the Lord’s prophets in two caves, fifty in each, and supplied them with 

food and water.” (1 Kings 18.12b-13) 
 
Food and water were expensive. More expensive than prophet’s lives. Yet he chose to 
spend his money on prophets.  
 
The Jewish Encyclopedia comments citing T. Sanhedrin 39b: 
 

“Obadiah is supposed to have received the gift of prophecy for having hidden the hundred 
prophets from the persecution of Jezebel. He hid the prophets in two caves, so that if those in 

one cave should be discovered those in the other might yet escape (Sanh. l.c.). 
 

“Obadiah was very rich, but all his wealth was expended in feeding the poor prophets, until, 
in order to be able to continue to support them, finally he had to borrow money at interest 

from Ahab's son Jehoram (Ex. R. xxxi. 3). Obadiah's fear of God was one degree higher than 



that of Abraham; and if the house of Ahab had been capable of being blessed, it would have 
been blessed for Obadiah's sake.” (Sanh. l.c.) 

 
Who was Obadiah and what can we learn from his this Lent? 
 

1. NAIL YOUR COLOURS TO THE MAST 

 
Obadiah was an Edomite. If anyone wanted Hebrew prophets dead it was Esau’s 
people. But Obadiah took a view. He didn’t just take a view, he took a stand. 
 
Why. Obadiah had truly been converted. His circumcision was not just in the flesh but 
in the spirit. He was the spiritual Jew. 
 

“He is not a Jew who is one only outwardly, whose circumcision is merely outward in the 
flesh. 29 But he is a Jew who is one inwardly; whose circumcision is of the heart, by the 

Spirit, not by the written law. Such a person’s praise is not from human beings, but from 
God.” (Romans 2.28-9) 

 
Obadiah didn’t care what people thought, didn’t care about Ahab’s rule because he 
sought God’s praise and approval not man’s. He was for the principle the Kingdom will 
be the Lord’s no matter who the earthly king was.   
 

2.  HOW IS OBADIAH DESCRIBED?  

 
A. THE SERVANT OF YAH — A SERVER (Obad-yahu) 
B. THE WORSHIPPER OF YAH — A WORSHIPPER : “Yet I your servant 

have worshiped the Lord since my youth.” (v.12 cf. v.4) 
C. A GENEROUS MAN — A GIVER 

 
To understand his radical generosity we need to see the relationship between Obadiah 
and Jacob.  
 

3.  OBADIAH, JACOB, & PROPHECY 

 
Now how did Obadiah become a prophet?  
 
Obadiah became a prophet because, though he tried, you can’t out-give God! 
 
He became a prophet because he saved the prophets by spending all he had to keep the 
church moving forward. But to save them he gave, and gave and gave until he was 
broke. 



 
How did he do that?  
 
He split them into two groups. Put them in two caves. Where did he get the idea to do 
that? 
 
Look back with me about his encounter with Elijah. 
 
“...[Elijah] repaired the altar of the Lord, which had been torn down. 31 Elijah took 
twelve stones, one for each of the tribes descended from Jacob, to whom the word of 

the Lord had come, saying, ‘Your name shall be Israel.’” (1 Kings 18.30-1) 
 
Elijah was Israel’s greatest prophet yet he only ever had four disciples. Who were they 

1. Elisha 
2. Micaiah (teacher of Isaiah) 
3. Jonah 
4. Obadiah  

 
Elijah’s actions and words on Mt Carmel reconstituted Israel; he thus pointed Obadiah 
back to Wayishlach — back to when Jacob wrestled with Esau and became Israel by 
overcoming him. 
 
Elijah was in his own wrestling match with Esau on Mt Carmel wrestling for the soul 
of Israel. Obadiah saw this and was reminded of Jacob. 
 
I want you to notice how much this passage of Genesis had infiltrated Obadiah’s 
mind. 
 
Notice that when he hid the prophets from Jezebel and Ahab he split them into two 
groups in two caves — to keep at least half of them safe. Where did he get that idea? 
 
Well, from Wayishlach. Do you remember what Jacob did when he had to confront 
Esau. Here’s what Scripture says: 
 
“In great fear and distress Jacob divided the people who were with him into two 
groups, and the flocks and herds and camels as well. 8 He thought, ‘If Esau comes and 
attacks one group, the group that is left may escape.’” (32.7-8) 
 
Here’s what 1 Kings 18.4 says about Obadiah: 
 
“While Jezebel was killing off the Lord’s prophets, Obadiah had taken a hundred 
prophets and hidden them in two caves, fifty in each, and had supplied them with 
food and water.” 
 



Now as we talk about giving this Lent I want to draw your attention to the fact that 
Jewish tradition says Obadiah spent every penny he had feeding the prophets and 
eventually went broke having to borrow money at interest from Ahab’s son Jehoram. 
 
That is why Obadiah received the gift of prophecy 
 

1. Because Obadiah gave till it hurt — but he still couldn’t outgive God. 
2. Because the Lord is no person’s debtor 

 
Where did Obadiah learn to give everything away for God? 
 
Also from Wayishlach. For what had Jacob done? 
 
“So Jacob’s gifts went on ahead of him, but he himself spent the night in the camp.” 
(Genesis 32.21) 
 
When Jacob was under the most pressure in his life — when he knew he had to 
confront Esau, what did he do? He gave: “Jacob’s gifts went on ahead of him.” 
 
 
“...[Elijah] repaired the altar of the Lord, which had been torn down. 31 Elijah took 
twelve stones, one for each of the tribes descended from Jacob, to whom the word 
of the Lord had come, saying, ‘Your name shall be Israel.’”  
 
 


