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​Foreword

			 

			Elijah is one of the towering figures of the Old Testament. References to him in the New Testament serve to underline his distinction. No series on Bible Characters could possibly omit him. Sandy Higgins has a track record of helpful studies on individuals and books of the Bible. This is no exception.

			Elijah challenges our faith and our often-shallow prayer life. Yet, as “a man subject to like passions as we are” (James 3:17), he appeals to our sense of our own weakness. We think back to the fearless man of Carmel and then see him as a man fleeing to the wilderness, running from Jezebel.

			This book takes us through the experiences of this man of God. The Lord’s care for his servant is recorded for our encouragement. He lived in a culture and under a ruler with little sympathy for him or his God. Ahab and Jezebel formed a formidable partnership in evil and in hostility against all who refused to move in step with their idolatry. Far from being “conformed” to that world, Elijah confronted it with a power that came from God. 

			Our attention is also drawn to the fact that while there was a day when Elijah was sure he was the only one left to bear witness, he was wrong. It may have a kind of gloomy appeal to think that we alone are left, but the Lord has His own scattered here and there even if we are not aware of them. He will never be without witnesses, although they may be but a small remnant.

			The prophet had an interest in his own generation and in the ones to follow. The story of his handing the mantle of service on to Elijah is full of lessons. God has His young man ready to follow the older. He still has His Elijahs and Elishas. We may bemoan apathy and be concerned for future testimony. The Lord is always a step ahead of us and has His plans in place.

			

			In the history of Elijah we learn again that Scripture is relevant across the centuries. This study of his character highlights a pathway of service for God that led to the chariot to heaven and to the Mount of Transfiguration. Commendation indeed!

			Bill Stevely

		


		


			
​Introduction

			
​Elijah: a Man, a Ministry, and a Mantle

			  

			Another book on the life and times of Elijah! To add another volume on his life to the excellent works already available from the pens of such men as C. H. Mackintosh, J. G. Bellet, W. W. Fereday, Hamilton Smith, F. W. Krumacher, and others, might seem a bold venture to some. Factor in, as well, the excellent contribution of our brother Colin Lacey in the What the Bible Teaches series, and you might well take up the lament of Solomon: “… of making many books there is no end, and much study is a weariness of the flesh” (Eccl 12:12). 

			On that “optimistic” note we venture to pen (or perhaps keyboard, would be more accurate) another volume on this remarkable life. My justification for writing may well be to present to another generation a man singularly suited for our times. Elijah was a man of God, raised up in a dark day, to speak to the conscience of the nation and “turn the hearts of the fathers to the children” (Luke 1:17). 

			In introducing his life, consider first of all:

			 

			The Climate and Culture of the Day

			From the standpoint of the political analysts of the day, the reign of Omri, the father of Ahab, would have been considered a brilliant success. After the death of Zimri (1 Kings 16:21, 22), civil war followed. Omri emerged as the victor and took the kingdom. His reign lasted for twelve years. He built Samaria and made it the capital (v 24). An expedition from Harvard in 1924 confirmed the fact of this being the first city built on this site. He was an effective and skilled leader. The political situation improved, and a short-lived dynasty was instituted which gave some stability to the government. This dynasty lasted for approximately forty-four years, a record length for any family up to this point in time in Israel. 

			Militarily there was success. He defeated Moab, was able to secure a treaty with the Ethbaal of Tyre and Sidon, and brought in peace and material prosperity to the Northern Kingdom. It could be argued that this would the best and most stable period from many vantage points for Israel. And yet the Spirit of God summarises his reign with, “Omri wrought evil in the eyes of the Lord, and did worse than all that were before him” (1 Kings 16:25). The explanation is not difficult to discover. We need only travel to the next verse where we read that he followed the idolatrous practices of Jeroboam and led the nation into deeper evil. 

			The lessons of Scripture must not be lost on us or relegated to “Biblical times.” God does not judge a nation by its political savvy, material success, or military stratagems. He is looking at the spiritual and moral character of a nation. God is still the judge among the nations. He judges individuals in eternity; nations, however, are judged in time, not eternity.

			Perhaps the most significant action, from the standpoint of our narrative, is the union of Omri’s son, Ahab, with the daughter of Ethbaal, Jezebel. He had no concept of how far reaching the effects of this union would be and the near-disastrous consequences it would have on the Davidic line in Judah (2 Kings 11).

			Into this spiritual and moral climate, the prophet Elijah came. God had been preparing His man for the moment. Elijah burst upon a scene that was marked by: 

			Disobedience to the Word of God

			Ahab took to wife Jezebel the daughter of an idol-worshipping king. It may have been his father, Omri, who arranged this as part of the treaty, or it may have been Ahab. In either case, the Word of God was being disobeyed and flouted as to marriage unions with heathen women. It may have been wise politically; it was disastrous morally. The lesson of the history of the last king to preside over the united tribes, Solomon, was not heeded. 

			Departure from God

			Ahab went and served Baal. This was a step beyond the golden calves of Jeroboam in Bethel and Dan. Those golden calves were meant to represent the God of Israel. This was the worship of a heathen god, the god of rain and storms. The God of Israel was displaced and was not even a rival to Baal. 

			Denial of God

			By his idolatry, Ahab was denying the uniqueness of God. Monotheism is one of the great truths that Judaism gave the world. Ahab was denying this by institutionalising Baal worship. A temple and an altar are devoted to Baal, as well as a grove. The comment of the Spirit of God is sobering here: “Ahab did more to provoke the Lord God of Israel to anger than all the kings that were before him” (1 Kings 16:33). What had begun as “toleration” of heathen gods and idols in Solomon’s day in Jerusalem (1 Kings 11:4-6), and had progressed to visible representation of God in Jeroboam’s day (1 Kings 12:28, 29), now became idolatry on a grand scale. Others had tried the principle of syncretism, joining God and idols together, worshipping both, but Ahab followed Baal and disregarded Jehovah. Ahab also built a stone pillar to honour Asherah, a female consort to Baal.

			Evil multiplies and progresses; it develops a life of its own and moves relentlessly downward. Small changes in trajectory by one generation lead to massive differences in destination for future ones. We must never fear change, providing it is the application of Scriptural principles to our day and time, but we must never abandon principles for the sake of change in attempting to conform to our times. What may begin as a small and seemingly minor compromise of Scriptural truth will be developed by the next generation into something hardly recognisable as bearing any resemblance to Scriptural practice. Another has aptly said that we can think outside the box as long as we think inside the Book.

			Defiance of God

			Where the Word of God is openly disobeyed by leadership and the worship of God is set aside, open rebellion and challenges to the Word of God are almost inevitable. Hiel likely thought that a curse made 500 years before was now something relegated to the dustbin of history, no longer having any relevance to his generation. The curse was relegated, he assumed, to a previous day and generation. The passage of time and the changing of society certainly meant that the “old” curse on Jericho was a thing of the past. As he laid the foundation of Jericho, his firstborn son died. He very likely assumed this was a coincidence. He continued to build, and when the gates were being installed his youngest son died. The divine historian adds words which will echo throughout the ministry of Elijah: everything happened “according to the word of the Lord” (1 Kings 16:34). God’s Word will prove true in every case. Those who oppose it and defy it reap sorrow.

			A little leaven results in widespread evil. Once the Word of God is flouted in one area of life, it is only a brief time before it loses its authority in other aspects of life. The danger in Corinth was not a repeat of the incestuous relationship mentioned in 1 Corinthians 5. The danger was that anything which minimises the solemnity of sin would embolden others to “leaven” the assembly in their own manner. 

			Elijah appears upon a canvas marked by disobedience to the Word of God, idolatry, apostasy, and defiance. His was a dark day.

			Many would argue that we do not live in a day of idolatry. Our society in the West has moved from any resemblance of a Judeo-Christian background, past even idolatry, to a secular lifestyle. We are “post-modern” and God and religion of any form have been marginalised. Never forget, however, that man is by his very constitution a worshipper. If he removes God from his life, he must find something else to worship. In our secular world, man has found one supreme object he deems worthy of worship – self. So, in many ways we do live in an idolatrous culture. Men disobey and defy the Word of God. The moral principles which have undergirded and stabilised society for centuries have been overturned on the basis of personal preference. Every man is deciding right and wrong for self. The lie of Satan in Genesis 3:5 has been greedily clutched to the breast of humanity. Each person is now his or her own god. We are seeing lived out the teaching of Romans 1: “when they knew God, they glorified him not as God … and worshipped and served the creature more than the Creator” (vv 21, 25).

			 

			The Change

			With the entrance of Elijah, a major change occurs in the ways of God. In the patriarchal period, God spoke to individual men such as Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. When the nation came into being He communicated through Moses and Aaron. For centuries, the priesthood served as His means of communication via the Urim and Thummin. With the failure of the priesthood, He spoke through the kings, David and Solomon. No prophets arose in Solomon’s glory days. But, with the failure of the monarchy, He began to make His mind known through prophets. It is true that Moses was a prophet. It is equally true that Samuel was among the greatest of the prophets. But, with Elijah there will be no return to speaking through priests or kings. From this point on in the history of both the Northern and Southern Kingdoms, God’s mind will come fresh from the lips of men raised up of Him as prophets. Spiritual decline has always been the soil from which prophets arise.

			There are numerous men, some named and many unnamed, who bear the title in Scripture of “a man of God.” Elijah is one of them. He was addressed so by the widow (1 Kings 17:18) and by the soldiers who came to take him (2 Kings 1:9). This title embraces something far more than being a spiritual man. It suggests a man raised up, by God, at a particularly dark time, to represent and reveal Him. Many times these men appear for a specific purpose and then pass off the scene (1 Sam 2:27ff; 1 Kings 13:1ff for example); others, such as Moses, Samuel, and Elijah occupy much more space in the divine record. But, regardless of the number of verses or chapters devoted to them, they all share the same characteristic as men who appear and speak for God in very difficult and dark days. 

			 

			The Conflicts

			Elijah’s ministry, as we shall discover, was marked by conflict. He will withstand Ahab face to face. He must do battle with the priests of Baal on Carmel. He will know the wrath of Jezebel and the fitful anger of Ahaziah. And he will do battle with his own tendency to despondency.

			Through these conflicts Elijah will prove God and God will prune Elijah. We must always remember that when God uses and employs a man, His goal is also to better the man. 

			At times, the conflicts will be dramatic with great consequences for the nation. At other times, the prophet will know long periods of inactivity. What is significant is that, amidst the ministry of Elijah, we read of other nameless as well as named prophets (Micaiah for one) who appear on the scene dealing with Ahab and others. All of this occurs against the background of the prophet who lamented, “I, I only, am left” (1 Kings 19:10). God was reminding His servant, as He reminds us, that He has many other tools in His work chest to accomplish His purposes. 

			Above all, the conflict is between the Living God and idolatry. Elijah was raised up to represent and reveal the living and true God. One feature to note as we progress through the story of his life is the frequent use of fire. This has led many to label him the “Prophet of Fire.”

			 

			The Characters

			Elijah, Ahab, a widow woman, Obadiah, and Jezebel: you would be hard pressed to find more life-sized characters in so few chapters in our Bibles. Elijah stands as one of the greatest (in the estimate of some writers, the greatest) of the prophets. The hairy man with the leather girdle has captured the imagination of all who have ever attempted to speak on his life. His bold and daring confrontation with Ahab, his exemplary faith challenging the priests of Baal, his life-giving touch to the widow’s son, and his fearless dealing with Ahaziah all evoke our admiration. Finally, his exit in a whirlwind and a chariot of fire seem to add a brilliance and mystique to an already unique life. And yet we know nothing of his parents, his early years, or even his home life. He is a prophet of God and yet we do not read of his call!

			Ahab has the sad notoriety of being among the worst of Israel’s kings. He reigned for 22 years, his reign coinciding in large measure with that of Jehoshaphat in Judah. The political alliance forged by the intermarrying of the families enabled him to turn his attention elsewhere. He was able to field an army to join with Syria in opposing Assyria. He fortified some of the cities in Israel (1 Kings 22:39), and made extensive improvements to Samaria (22:39). Yet he did more to provoke the Lord than any before him.

			This has nothing to do with his political astuteness or military endeavours in which he found success. It has everything to do with his moral and spiritual state. As large as he is in his evil, he is presented as a weak man who is easily manipulated and who is controlled by an even more wicked woman, his wife. 

			Jezebel, in turn, was so evil that her name has been carried over almost one thousand years and used at that time to label a wicked woman in the assembly at Thyatira (Rev 2:20). Jezebel’s poison spread throughout not only Israel, but, through her daughter Athaliah, to Judah (2 Kings 11). Athaliah was almost successful in stamping out the royal seed through her assassination of the king’s sons. Jezebel is indelibly fixed in our minds as the quintessential example of a wicked and manipulative woman. In her day, the royal line came precariously close to being snuffed out. Nothing so exemplifies the evil influence of Jezebel as does this.

			

			Together Ahab, the political leader, and Jezebel, the spiritual leader, cast their shadow forward and remind us of another duo who will seek to exterminate the worship of the true God. The beast, the political leader, and the false prophet, the religious leader, will be even greater in their wickedness than the couple who prefigure them. They will, during that last fateful “week” of world history, attempt to deify the beast and demand universal worship for him.

			In the widow of Zarephath (1 Kings 17) we will learn lessons of how God has His eye upon those seeking truth. Hidden away in the realm of Ethbaal, she recognised the true God of Israel, and God sent her more light. We learn from her, Rahab, and other instances how God has His way of sending light to those who are following the light they have. In the meal and oil we learn also how God sustains His people during famine conditions.

			Obadiah will be discussed in more detail in a future chapter. Suffice it for now to see in him a compromised believer.

			We will discover more about these various personalities as we move through the story. But keep in mind that there still are Ahabs and Jezebels in our world today. They manipulate people and defy God; they blaspheme His name and challenge His truth. God is still looking for Elijahs, men who will “stand in the gap before me for the land” (Ezek 22:30).

			In summary we have in these characters

			•	Elijah, the consecrated prophet

			•	Ahab, the contemptible leader

			•	Jezebel, the corrupting influence

			•	Obadiah, the compromised disciple

			•	The Widow, the concerned soul.

			 

			The Contrast

			While it is not my responsibility to write on Elisha, it would not be out of place to take a few lines to contrast their ministries. Elijah was the prophet of fire with the majority of his ministry devoted to rebuking the sin of a nation and its king. He was mostly in conflict with that nation and its ways. There was the raising of the widow’s son in an act of mercy and kindness (1 Kings 17:17-24), but that was the exception. He was the conscience of the nation calling it to repentance. Elisha’s ministry, in contrast, was one of grace. The vast majority of his miracles, with only two or three exceptions, were in the nature of undeserved mercy and goodness to a nation fast losing its spiritual moorings. It was an attempt at “the goodness of God leading to repentance.” 

			Thus, Elijah compares with the ministry of John the Baptist, a ministry of repentance. The ministry of Elisha compares with that of Christ, a ministry of grace. Elijah and Elisha complemented each other in their ministry, as did John and the Lord Jesus.

			 

			The Comparisons

			Two great personages are often compared to Elijah: Moses and John the Baptist. We will reserve a more detailed consideration of John the Baptist for a future chapter and only discuss here the links with Moses suggested in his life. 

			Both Elijah and Moses were prophets for God. Moses was involved in the birth of the nation; Elijah was sent to attempt a rebirth. Moses was at the foundation of the nation; Elijah was at the reformation. Both men courageously opposed idolatry, standing alone for God against overwhelming numbers. Both men knew thunder, earthquakes, and fire. Both men knew a hiding place on Horeb (Sinai). They each faced opposition and threats of death. The Red Sea was divided by Moses’ rod and the Jordan was divided by Elijah’s mantle. Elijah and Moses had remarkable exits from the world: Moses was buried by the hand of God, and Elijah borne to heaven in a whirlwind and chariot of fire. Centuries later, both men stood on the Mount of Transfiguration with the Lord Jesus.

			Finally, some have tried to identify them as the two witnesses of Revelation 11. While that may be open to some debate, it must be owned that the two witnesses act in the spirit and power of Moses and Elijah. 

			This correspondence serves to underline the significance of the ministry of Elijah. While the amount of space he receives in the inspired record is small compared to Moses (Moses gets approximately 138 chapters to Elijah’s six), his importance cannot be measured by that standard.

			 

			The Caution

			Reading biographies, studying the lives of the great heroes of Scripture, can be both thrilling and discouraging. We view the obstacles they faced, the dangers they overcame, the faithfulness and courage with which they moved for God, and we come away feeling that we are failures. And if you do not, I can assure you that I do. How could we possibly measure up to the stature of men such as these? 

			But the account of their lives has not been given to us that we might imitate them. We cannot imitate them as we live in different times, in a different culture, and in a different dispensation (cf. Luke 9:54-56). We cannot emulate their lives but we can be encouraged by their lives. Longfellow’s Psalm of Life captures it best for us when he wrote:

			 

			Lives of great men all remind us
We can make our lives sublime,
And, departing, leave behind us
Footprints on the sands of time; 
 
Footprints, that perhaps another,
Sailing o’er life’s solemn main,
A forlorn and shipwrecked brother,
Seeing, shall take heart again.

			

			 

			The Contents

			The approach to the study will not be a chapter by chapter one but thematic. We will consider in future chapters:

			•	His Introduction and Entrance on the Scene

			•	His Intercession and his Entreaties

			•	His Instruction and Education in the School of God

			•	The Iniquity and Evil he Confronted

			•	His Infirmity and Enlightenment

			•	His Investiture of Elisha and his Exit

			•	He is Illustrative and Exemplary in the New Testament.

			May the gracious Spirit of God give enlightenment and spiritual profit to this study.

			 

			Principles

			•	Small changes in trajectory by one generation lead to massive differences in destination for future ones

			•	When God uses and employs a man, His goal is also to better the man 

			•	Elijah’s ministry was mainly a call to repentance and to return to the true and living God

			•	Read his life for inspiration, not for imitation.

		


		


			
​Chapter 1

			
​His Introduction and Entrance on the Scene

			As a light that shines in a dark place (2 Peter 1:19)

			 

			The School he Attended

			Suddenly, without any warning or preparation, one of the most powerful voices ever raised for God appeared upon the scene. Elijah the Tishbite, from a city somewhere in Gilead, bursts upon the page of Scripture with what must have something of the same startling effect that the heaven-sent fire on Mount Carmel would have upon the nation. One has said that he came in like a tempest and left in a whirlwind! 

			His place of origin is not certain; as to his past history, nothing is known. We know nothing of his age, his parents, or his former occupation. God’s timing is impeccable and His choice of servants reflects His wisdom. The time is ripe for Elijah. It has been a mere fifty-eight years that have transpired since the days of the united kingdom under Solomon, but the spiritual decline has been precipitous. The unity of the nation was rent under Rehoboam as Jeroboam rebelled, taking ten tribes with him. Idolatry had been introduced in Israel and had become state policy under Ahab. These were not good times for any of the godly in Israel. 

			While we know little of the past and preparation of this unique servant, we can be assured of several things:

			His Faithfulness

			His bold entrance does afford us some insight into his past. We can surmise from Scripture that he was among the faithful who had not bowed his knee to Baal. He had, in some small corner of the kingdom, remained faithful to Jehovah. Isolated, and unaware, perhaps, of the other 7,000 faithful believers in the nation, he groaned because of the apostasy in the land. 

			During those years, God was preparing His servant. Unseen by the eyes of the great in the nation, perhaps not even recognised in his own locality, there was a man growing up with a passion for God and with a heavy burden for the welfare of the people. And it has always been thus with God and His work. Ezra was prepared in Persia, likely spending long nights pouring over the Scriptures of truth, applying them to his own life, and then preparing to teach them in Israel. No one in Jerusalem had heard of Ezra the priest, the scribe, but the eye of God was upon him. The wilderness was the school of God for John as he was being prepared for public ministry. The day came when his voice would resound throughout the nation calling them to repentance. The sheep-fold was David’s school. And the day arrived when the one who was known as “the least” stepped into the public limelight and his name became famous throughout all of Israel (1 Sam 18:30).

			God cannot use a man who is not faithful in private where no eye can see him. Public show means little to God. What a man is can be measured by what he is in the presence of God. As believers, we must cultivate personal daily faithfulness in every aspect of our lives – home, work, school – as well as in the assembly. God intends a “seamless” life. 

			As you cultivate your private unseen life with God, you will learn several vital lessons. You will learn God; nothing is more important than the knowledge of God. It is the bedrock for your faith and confidence in all of life’s circumstances.

			You will learn His Word. Nothing can replace the blessing, and nothing should rival the importance of the Word of God in your heart. It is fine to have it on your iPhone, tablet, or computer. But, above all else, have it in your heart.

			Finally, you will learn your own heart. While self-occupation and introspection can be paralysing and discouraging, it is vital for the servant to learn the “plague of his own heart” (1 Kings 8:38) if he is going to serve effectively. 

			His Knowledge of Scripture

			We can also have confidence that he knew the Scriptures. He prayed in keeping with the Word of God and the Deuteronomy warnings (Deut 2:16, 17). Like Ezra centuries later, he was likely poring over the Word of God, deeply burdened for what course of action he should take for his God. 

			Activity for God is vital and necessary. But each believer, both young brothers and sisters, must learn God and His Word in the secret place. There is no substitute for the personal study of the Scriptures. You cannot live on the convictions of the overseers or your parents. You cannot Google an answer in the moment of crisis in temptation or doubt. Wikipedia will not provide information on how to stand for God in an idolatrous society. 

			The Perfect Servant of Isaiah 50 was marked by several key things in His relationship to the Word of God.

			•	It had a priority in His life – “morning by morning” (Isa 50:4). It was the first thing each day.

			•	It was personal – “He wakeneth mine ear” (v 4). It was His ear and not another’s.

			•	It was His practice – “morning by morning;” not spasmodically or when the mood came upon Him. 

			Those who are saved young in life have the great privilege of an entire life-span to learn the Word of God and to learn God. Few of those who fail to use teen years and their twenties to learn the Scriptures ever give themselves to its study in their 40s or 50s. Miss the Scriptures in your youth and it is likely you will miss them entirely. There may be exceptions, but that is exactly what they are – exceptions. Youth is the time to fill your mind with the Word of God. It is vital to set time aside to learn God through His Word. Incorporate time for the Word of God in your plans for each day. Do not wait to “find” time for the Word of God. There are far too many distractions in our world demanding your attention. Unplug or silence the devices and listen for God to speak to you through His Word.

			Self-discipline is vital for your life. It is the only way in which, amidst the demands of university, work, and early years of family life, that you will be able to devote time to your spiritual life. 

			His Knowledge of God

			He knew God, he knew the Scriptures, and he knew times of prayer. These are the courses in God’s curriculum. His education would continue with on-the-field experience in the following verses and chapters. But before he would step out for God it was essential for him to have matriculated at least thus far under God’s tutelage.

			And thus it has been with all who have served God. Joseph would have to experience the slave quarters in Potiphar’s house and the solitary cell in the prison house before he could serve publicly. Moses would know years of the discipline of delay and of disappointment. He would combine the wisdom of Egypt in which he was learned, with the education God afforded in a wilderness scene tending sheep, before stepping out in public service for God.

			David knew the sheepfold and the wilderness, the cave of Adullam and the rocks, crags, and hills of the desert. In all these events, David was proving God and God was preparing David. 

			Sarah, Hannah, and Rachel knew it as they longed for children. Abraham was tested here and Isaac had to entreat the Lord for 20 years for his sons (Gen 25:21, 26). Ezra, already alluded to, knew days and nights, very likely long and lonely nights, in Babylon as he set his heart to know the Word of God, in order for that Word to govern his own life, and then for that same Word to guide the people of God.

			John the Baptist spent perhaps 30 years in the desert, “till the day of his showing unto Israel” (Luke 1:80). That period of public service may have lasted no more than six months; yet God deemed 30 years of preparation advisable and necessary for his mission. 

			We chafe under the discipline of delay. One of the unfortunate by-products of our age of technology has been the immediacy of results. We query our devices and instantly get back a host of answers. We are awash in knowledge but starving for wisdom. We have become addicted to the immediate. Patience and waiting on God and for God are no longer courses of study in which we choose to enroll. God will, however, place you and me in these courses of study to mold us and to equip us for His service. 

			God prepares each of His servants with individual care. There is no stated curriculum through which all must progress prior to being given responsibility. As mentioned, John the Baptist knew the wilderness while Moses knew the palace. David knew the sheepfolds but Joseph knew the prison cell. Your school will vary from another’s. We must never look on God’s dealings with others and think how easy they have it in comparison to our instruction. God wisely prepares each individually for the work and circumstances into which He will send His servant.

			Our tendency may well be to strive against the circumstances God has allowed into our lives. We view them as hindrances; God sends them as helps. The lesson which must be learned is that there is nothing which God brings into my life which cannot be turned to spiritual profit. Whether trials in the workplace, family, or assembly, God is able to use all to prepare me for the role He wishes me to play in His service.

			 

			The Scene he Entered

			It was a very dark day when Elijah appeared on the scene. Israel had never sunk so low. The Word of God had been disobeyed; the worship of God had been abandoned; the warning of God had been defied; and the will of God was not even sought. The leader of the nation, Ahab, had plunged it into spiritual darkness. Baal was now the deity of the land. The machinations of Jezebel, behind her weak and easily controlled husband, had sunk the ten-tribe nation into new lows of spiritual poverty. Any of the followers of the true God had to hide themselves for fear (1 Kings 18:13). There is little doubt that Jezebel was intent on exterminating the worship of the true God and putting any of His followers to the sword. She, in turn, was supporting the prophets of Baal who ate at her table. There was no voice for God in the land - until, that is, Elijah appeared on the scene. 

			We have been taught from earliest Christian days, that a prophet was both a forth-teller of the mind of God and a foreteller of the future. Yet both had one feature in common: they were raised up in days of departure to bring people back to God. Prophecy almost always occurred in times of need. They were, in God’s mercy, His voice of warning before He sent judgment. 

			The first prophecy in our Bible is in Genesis 3:15 amidst the ruin in Eden. Jude (Jude 14, 15) spoke of the prophecy of Enoch in the dark days preceding the deluge. The prophet was God’s light amidst the darkness all around.

			But what of others called prophets in less apostate times? Abraham was addressed as being a prophet by God (Gen 20:7); and Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are called prophets by the Psalmist (Ps 105:9, 10, 15). In what sense were they prophets? With amazing rapidity, after the flood the world departed from the true God and plunged itself into idolatry. Joshua, in his farewell address to the nation, gives us an insight we would not otherwise have. Idolatry and the worship and service linked therewith had come into the world (Joshua 24:2, 3). Abraham and his father, Nahor, were idolaters. Out of that idolatry, God called a man, Abraham, to be a witness to the true God. That stewardship of truth was passed on to Isaac and Jacob. So they, as well as future “prophets,” were men raised up to witness for God in days of apostasy. Abraham the idolater was converted to worship the living and true God, and to witness to monotheism. 

			Idolatry was an evil which followed the children of Israel through the wilderness (Ezek 20:13); they were guilty of it in the land (Judges 6:25; 10:10); and now it was widespread through the work of Jeroboam, Omri, and Ahab.

			

			After the Exodus, God spoke through the priesthood. The priest told out the mind of God through the law, and, with the aid of the Urim and Thummin, foretold what would happen. But the priesthood failed, culminating in the debacle which marked the house of Eli in 1 Samuel 1. With the failure of the priesthood, God raised up the first “official” prophet (Acts 3:24), Samuel. The kingship of David and Solomon were brief interruptions when God spoke to and through the king (though at times he did use prophets such as Nathan and Gad). But when the monarchy failed, the prophets came to the fore as the medium through which God addressed the nation.

			All this suggests a parallel to our day. The order is significant: failure in priestly function, in the monarchy, and then in the voice of God through the prophets. If we fail in our priesthood to render God our worship, and in our hearts to own His Lordship and thus not yield our wills, we can expect the Word of God to rebuke us for our ways. We are not dealt with in judgment as the nation was judged. God dealt judicially as God when He dealt with our sins at Calvary. But He now deals in the character of Father and chastens us to bring us back to Himself. 

			 

			The Sermon he Delivered

			“As the Lord God of Israel liveth, before whom I stand, there shall not be dew nor rain, these years, but according to my word” (1 Kings 17:1). There may never have been a sermon, which combined brevity, authority, and effectiveness, equal to this one. Only Jonah’s message to Nineveh can rival it. Elijah accomplished more in a ten second address than most will ever accomplish in 45 minutes. He was fearless because of his faith in the “living God.”

			Consider all that was contained in his short sermon to Ahab:

			•	As the Lord God … liveth – His Confession to an Idolatrous King

			•	The Lord God of Israel – A Covenant Relationship being violated

			•	Before whom I stand – A Confidence which rendered him fearless

			

			•	No dew nor rain – The Consequences of his Intercession 

			•	But according to my word – His Conviction by the Word of God.

			Every word of his message was filled with divine truth meant to convey a message to the wicked king. The reasons for its effectiveness and power are several. Here was a man who came from the presence of the Lord with a message from the Lord. “Before whom I stand” sounds almost paradoxical. He was standing in the presence of Ahab and yet he stood before the Lord. He came out from the presence of the Lord but never lost the consciousness of the fellowship of God. He could stand fearless in the presence of the king of Israel, because he knew the presence of the King of all the earth. There was no fear of man in the heart of Elijah in chapter 17.

			He moved with all the authority that the Word of God could afford him. He spoke with confidence, not in self, but in the Scriptures of truth (Deut 11:16-17). He came to deliver that message as a word from God to awaken the conscience of the king. His name perhaps summarizes the man: “Whose God is Jehovah.” 

			Elijah’s sermon was effective because it was based on Scripture and delivered in God’s time. On the one hand, his prophecy came to pass; there was no rain for three years. It did not, however, change the heart of the king. Later, when Ahab and Elijah met, Ahab blamed all on Elijah as the “troubler” of the nation (18:17). The actual root of the “trouble” in Israel was Ahab and his idolatry. The disease inflicting itself upon Israel was not a lack of rain but a lack of love for the true God. But the message had a greater purpose in setting up the confrontation with the priests of Baal on Mount Carmel which would testify to the living God, despite the hardness of heart of Ahab. His prophecy of drought was a direct challenge to Baal, the storm god, who controlled rain and wind, and the subsequent fertility of the land. Drought would prove God greater than Baal. In Egypt, God had challenged the gods of the Egyptians by the specific plagues He brought on the land. Now He will do the same with Baal.

			Israel was a land of hills and valleys, dependent on the rain from heaven for its fertility. Egypt had its river Nile and did not need the rain. God touched them in other ways to reveal His greatness; but Israel needed the rains. 

			There are many themes which permeate the chapter. But what seems to be most prominent is the Word of the Lord. It is how the chapter begins and ends: “according to my word” (v 1), and “the word of the LORD in thy mouth is truth” (v 24). Elijah speaks on at least three occasions of the “Lord God of Israel.” God was still the God of the Northern Kingdom, and His authority was to be owned. Baal worship had marginalised God in Israel. Elijah was raised up to make the people conscious of the true God. This will be crystallised on Mount Horeb.

			 

			The Swiftness of his Exit

			As swiftly as Elijah entered the scene, he exits it. It is now the Word of the Lord which comes to him directing him to the brook Cherith. The man who would tell forth the Word of God must himself be obedient to it. His removal by God was for at least two purposes: his safety from the evil monarch, and his need for further preparation before the confrontation on Carmel. God had additional lessons to teach His servant. 

			 

			Principles

			•	God prepares a man for a work and the work for the man

			•	What a man is in secret, is what a man is

			•	One of the courses in God’s curriculum is the discipline of delay

			•	We resist the circumstances God has allowed into our lives. We view them as hindrances; God sends them as helps.

		


		


			
​Chapter 2

			
​His Intercession and his Entreaties

			But let him ask in faith, nothing wavering (James 1:6)

			 

			Among the several New Testament references to the life and attributes of Elijah, perhaps the allusion by James is close to the top of the list as far as our familiarity with it is concerned. The truths being stressed in that section of James include: 

			•	Elijah was a man subject to like passions as we are – his Condition

			•	Elijah was a righteous man - his Character

			•	Elijah “prayed with prayer” (James 5:17, Newberry margin) – his Commitment.

			Though James highlights this one episode of prayer, the life of Elijah was marked by prayer at a number of crises and occasions. He prayed for drought and he prayed for rain; he prayed for fire to consume and for life to be restored; he prayed in despair and he prayed in doubt; he prayed publicly and he prayed privately; he asked for death and he asked for life. There are seven occasions of prayer alluded to in his life. To learn of one of his occasions of prayer, we have to wait about one thousand years until James wrote his epistle and tells us that Elijah “prayed earnestly that it might not rain.”

			Prayer has always been a staple in the vibrant spiritual life of believers in every age. While the immediate and dramatic answers to prayer in lives of men who are on the landscape of Scripture can be daunting to us, and few of us will enjoy such visible and climactic displays of divine intervention, there are lessons and principles from which we can profit.

			If our needs and burdens did not drive us to the throne of grace, the mandates of prayer would require that we pray. “Men ought always to pray and not to faint,” came from the lips of the Saviour (Luke 18.1). Paul on numerous occasions implored the believers to pray, not only for himself, but for others and for the work of God (Col 4:2-3; Eph 6:18). Jude, at the close of the canon, told believers that they were to be consistent, “praying in the Holy Spirit” (Jude 20).

			Prayer places us in a proper relationship with God. We are dependent and needy creatures. The essence of sin is independence of God. To live in total dependence upon Him is to recognise our proper position in His economy.

			 

			Places to Pray

			The New Testament reminds us of three venues for prayer. The Lord Jesus taught the value and necessity of closet prayer. Few of us actually retreat into a closet, but we do introduce the two cardinal aspects of closet prayer into our prayer lives: we shut everything else out, and we shut ourselves in with God. Closet prayer emphasises the need to come apart from a noisy and intrusive world. Technology has made the word “quiet” almost obsolete. The sound of incoming text messages, of newly received emails, or of other social media notifications all demand our response. It is vital to shut all of those out. Our minds are prone to distraction on their own without the assistance of all the other potential sources. We shut ourselves in with God and speak to Him, communing together. 

			Collective prayer is what Paul wrote about in 1 Timothy 2. As I know closet prayer, I am exercised and burdened, having issues for which to intercede when the assembly is together. The character of a prayer meeting is not the subject of this chapter, but allow one truth from 1 Timothy 2 to be presented. The great emphasis in that chapter is on the consistent actions, attitudes, and attire of the brethren and sisters who have met together for prayer. Men, who are praying for peaceful conditions in the world, must be at peace among themselves (v 8). As the brethren lead in prayer, interceding for men to value the spiritual above the material, the sisters must be adorned in such a way as to emphasise the spiritual and not the material (vv 9-10).

			The other form of prayer seen in Scripture is “crisis” prayer. Nehemiah is the prime example of a man who knows the presence of God so intimately, that he can stand before the king and wing his prayer to the throne of the King of kings (Neh 2:4-5). It is not very likely that if I do not know closet prayer I will know anything of crisis prayer. We have a throne of grace to which we can resort in our closets, in our collective prayer meetings, and in our moments of crisis. While prayer may not have the impressive visible responses seen in Old Testament times or even in the book of Acts, it still is part of God’s programme for accomplishing His will on earth.

			 

			Principles of Prayer

			The Lord Jesus taught about prayer, He exhorted to prayer, and He modelled prayer. It is often remarked that in Luke’s Gospel, the story of the Dependent Man, there are nine unique occasions when the Lord prayed which only Luke relates. Also, his Gospel record contains almost half of the mentions of prayer in the four Gospels. Luke begins with people outside the temple praying and it ends with disciples in the temple praising God. 

			In one of the parables found only in Luke, the Lord Jesus taught principles of prayer (Luke 11:5-8). Adding to this, in the verses surrounding the parable, the Lord taught additional principles concerning prayer. Among the truths He imparted were:

			Our Concerns in Prayer

			An examination of what has come to be known as the “Lord’s Prayer,” shows some obvious facts. The first is that God’s interests take precedence over mine; the second is that even when I pray about my needs, the spiritual is more important than the material. 

			

			There are three requests or statements made concerning the Father: His name, His kingdom, and His will. His name is sanctified; we pray for the securing of His kingdom; and we own submission to His will. God’s glory, thus, should always be my prime concern in prayer.

			When considering my own needs, there are three requests again being made; two for spiritual needs and one for the material. Once again, the spiritual is more vital than the material. I am keenly aware of my own weakness and pray for deliverance from the evil one. I value fellowship with the Father and ask for forgiveness to enable enjoyment of that relationship. Finally, we ask for material needs in the form of daily bread. I am not concerned with luxuries but necessities; not with the distant future, but with current needs.

			Our Continuance in Prayer

			We are instructed by the Lord Jesus to keep asking, to keep seeking, and to keep knocking. In these three word-pictures are three different attitudes and desires in prayer. We ask to fulfill a desire we have; we seek to find a direction in our lives; we knock to have doors opened for opportunity. Our prayers usually are a blend of all three of these forms of prayer. I think that the emphasis is not so much on the difference between asking, seeking, and knocking, as it is on the need for persistence and continuance in prayer. 

			As we pray, our motives are refined and our desires are honed in His presence. Honesty and reality slowly come to the surface and we “pray as we ought.” One of the great lessons which believers have learned through their years of experience is that in the matter of prayer, “the process is more important than the product”. What that means is that the process of waiting on God is where spiritual growth occurs. The ultimate answer to the asking, seeking, knocking, is not as formative in the Christian life as is the time spent waiting on Him. During that period of waiting, motives, as was mentioned, are refined. The purpose of prayer, God’s glory and honour, are brought into focus. The discipline of delay eventuates in a will bowed to the Lord and Christ-like features being developed in the believer. 
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