Reading: 1 Kings 16 v 29 to 17 v6

As we continue with our series of steps through the Bible we reach the second half of the book of 1 Kings which is dominated by stories of the prophet Elijah, so it is on Elijah that I am going to focus this morning. 
Ahab had become King of Israel and he was bad news. He did evil in the eyes of the Lord and to cap it all he married Jezebel the daughter of a foreign king he even began to worship her god, Baal.  Jezebel was a Phoenician princess, daughter of the king of Sidon. She exerted a strong influence over the king, who granted her unlimited administrative authority. She introduced the  cult of the god Baal into Israel and Ahab supported her and cooperated with her. He set up an altar to Baal in the temple of Baal that he built in Samaria. He also made an Asherah pole and “did more to provoke the God of Israel to anger than did all the other kings of Israel before him.” Ch.16 v33

This is where Elijah comes in. 
Elijah prophesied during the reign of King Ahab of Israel and he told Ahab that there was going to be a drought in the whole land. I can’t imagine that was a popular message to be bringing so God told Elijah to escape to the country. He went and sheltered near a brook and the ravens brought him meat and bread each morning and evening and he drank from the brook. God looked after him. Eventually the brook dried up because of the lack of rain.
God told Elijah to go to Zarapheth where he would meet a woman who would give him food.  There was a severe food shortage in Samaria, which lasted three years because of the drought.  When he met her she told him she had virtually no food but she made him some bread from the last flour and oil that she had, and he told her This is what the Lord the God of Israel says “The jar of flour will not be used up and the jug of oil will not run dry until the day the Lord gives rain on this land”. Elijah stayed there and there was food for Elijah, for the woman and her family. Some time later the son died and Elijah prayed to God. Three times he pleaded with God that the boy’s life might be restored. The Lord heard Elijah’s cry and the boy’s life returned to him. Another miracle!
There was three years of drought and famine and God told Elijah to go to see Ahab.
King Ahab had already summoned Obadiah, who was the governor of the royal palace, and said that they should both travel through the land–the king in one direction, and the palace governor in another–searching for places where there was enough grass to feed the horses and the mules.

Obadiah was a God-fearing man, who had risked his life by protecting 100 prophets of the Lord from Jezebel’s murderous persecution and hiding them in a cave. He met Elijah on the road and was told by the prophet to tell the king that he was back in Israel. Obadiah, even though he was afraid that Ahab would kill him for bringing news of Elijah, did inform the king that the prophet had returned to the kingdom. Ahab went to meet Elijah. When he saw him, Ahab accused the prophet of being a troublemaker.

Elijah retorted that Ahab and his father, the previous king, were the real troublemakers, because they had forsaken the true God and worshiped the idols of Baal. Elijah requested an encounter with the prophets of Baal, who were under Queen Jezebel’s protection and who ate at her table. King Ahab gave his permission. Elijah confronted 450 priests of Baal at Mount Carmel and challenged them to prove who was the true God, the Lord or Baal, by having fire from heaven come down and consume the sacrifice.

The priests of Baal prayed for hours without any results, while Elijah mocked them. Then it was Elijah’s turn to pray to God. Fire came down on the altar and consumed the sacrifice. Elijah told the people to seize and kill the priests of Baal. Elijah sent Ahab back to his palace.
The drought, which had lasted three years, broke in a great storm. Ahab drove back to his capital in his chariot through the heavy rain, with the prophet Elijah running in front of the king all the way to Jezreel. Ahab told Jezebel that Elijah had killed her prophets. The queen was furious and sent a messenger to Elijah, threatening to kill him.

The prophet escaped to the desert in the south. There, he found Elisha, who was ploughing with oxen when Elijah placed his cloak upon him, thus symbolizing that he had chosen Elisha as a disciple. Elisha slaughtered two oxen, used the plough for firewood, gave the meat to his people, and left to follow Elijah.

Some time later Ahab wanted to enlarge his property and he wanted the vineyard of his neighbour Naboth the Jezreelite. The king’s intention was to use that plot of land, which was adjacent to the palace, for a vegetable garden. He offered to pay Naboth for the land or to exchange it for an equivalent plot. Naboth refused to give up his family inheritance, and the king went back to the palace depressed and angry.

His wife, Jezebel, asked him why was he so depressed and why he refused to eat. The king replied that Naboth wouldn’t sell him his land. Jezebel told him to be cheerful and to leave the matters in her hands. Jezebel arranged to have Naboth accused falsely of insulting God. Naboth was tried for blasphemy and was executed. Ahab then took possession of the property.

The Prophet Elijah went to Naboth’s vineyard, confronted the king, and accused him of murdering the man and taking over his property. The prophet told the king that God would punish him for his evil deeds; that dogs would lick his blood in the very place that dogs had licked up Naboth’s blood; that his family would come to a bad end; and that dogs would eat the body of his wife, Jezebel.

After Elijah finished speaking, Ahab tore his clothes, took them off, and put on sackcloth. He fasted, slept in the sackcloth, and walked about gloomy and depressed. The king’s humble behaviour made God relent and postpone the prophesied disaster until after Ahab’s death. Ahab died fighting against the Arameans, and his son Ahaziah succeeded to the throne.

Shortly afterward, the new king severely injured himself when he fell from the window of an upper story of his palace. Ahaziah sent messengers to the Philistine city of Ekron to ask Baal-zebub, the god of that city, whether he would recover. Elijah reproved him for this act and prophesied that he would die. The king heard what Elijah had prophesied and sent a company of 50 soldiers to seize the prophet, but the troops were killed by fire from heaven.

The same thing happened to a second company of soldiers. A third company of soldiers was sent, which, this time, succeeded in bringing Elijah to the palace. Elijah, once in the presence of the king, repeated his prophecy. The king died soon afterward. Elijah knew that his own end was near.

With his disciple Elisha, who refused to leave him, he went to the river Jordan, divided the waters by hitting them with his cloak, and crossed over on dry ground. Elijah asked Elisha, “Tell me, what can I do for you before I am taken from you?”

Elisha answered, “Let a double portion of your spirit pass on to me (2 Kings 2:9).” While they were talking, a chariot pulled by horses of fire appeared and took Elijah by a whirlwind into heaven. 

Elijah the Tishbite, from the region of Gilead, was one of the two men in the Hebrew Scriptures who did not die but was taken by God; the other was Enoch (Genesis 5:24).

Elijah was a man of God. God told him what to do, not by blinding revelations, but by the simple instruction.

When the Spirit of God comes to us  He does not give us visions . He tells us to do the most ordinary  things conceivable. At a time like this in lockdown we need to seek God. When his inspiration comes it will be to do the most natural, simple things and as we do them we find He is there. The walk in the park, the bird watching, the wonders of our planet.
Elijah was special but he sought God in simple prayer and God blessed him and kept him safe. Can we lift our souls by talking with our God? Give it a try- keep it simple!
Have a look at the whole story of Elijah as told in 1 Kings 17 to 2 Kings 2.
