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1 KINGS 
CHAPTERS 17-19
Chapter 17
17.1-6  ELIJAH ANNOUNCES THE DROUGHT
A man called Elijah, who came from a town somewhere in Gilead [gillee-ad], spoke to Ahab.  He said:  I promise you, in the name of the Lord God of Israel, whom I serve, that you will be punished.  For the next few years there will be no dew or rain, unless I say so.

Having delivered this message from God, the word of the Lord came to Elijah.  The Lord said to him:

Leave here.  Go away to the east and hide in a ravine whose stream flows from the east towards the Jordan River.

There you will drink from the stream, and I have told the ravens to provide food for you there.

So Elijah went and did according to the instructions of the Lord.  He went away and stayed in the ravine that was on the other side of the Jordan, to the east.

There the ravens would bring him bread and meat in the morning, and bread and meat again in the evening.  Elijah also drank from the stream.

17.7-12  ELIJAH MEETS A POOR WIDOW

Eventually there came a time when the stream dried up because of lack of rain in the country.

Then the word of the Lord came to Elijah:

Leave this place and go to the town of Zarephat [tsah-r’fat] that is near the city of Sidon [sigh-din].  You must stay there.  Listen, I have ordered a woman there, who is a widow, to provide food for you.

So Elijah left the ravine and went to Zarephat.  When he came to the entrance of the town he spotted there a woman, who was a widow, gathering wood.  He greeted her and said:  Please do me a favour.  Get me some water in a cup to drink.

So she went to fetch some.  Then he asked her:  Please bring me some of your bread.

But she replied:  Believe me!  As surely as the Lord your God lives, I don’t have any bread.  All I’ve got left is a handful of flour in the jar and a bit of oil in the container.  And, as you can see, I’m looking for a couple of pieces of wood so that I can go and bake it for me and for my son.  We are going to eat it, and then we’re going to die!

17.13-16  ELIJAH GUARANTEES FOOD FOR THE WIDOW

Elijah said to her:  Don’t worry!  Go and do as you have said, but first of all make a little bun for me and bring it to me.  Then, after that, bake for you and your son.

For this is what the Lord God of Israel says:  The jar of flour will not run out and the container of oil will not run dry until the day the Lord sends rain on the land.

The woman went and did what Elijah told her.  She was then able to go on eating, she and Elijah both, and her family, day after day.

The jar of flour did not run out and the container of oil did not run dry, just as the Lord had said through Elijah.

17.17-24  ELIJAH HEALS THE WIDOW’S SON

Sometime after all this happened, the son of the woman who owned the house became ill.  His sickness got a very strong grip on him until he wasn’t able to breathe.  

The desperate mother confronted Elijah.  She said:  What do you have against me, you man of God?  You came to me to remind me of my sin!  You have punished me by taking away my son.  He has died!

Elijah said to her:  Give me your boy.  Elijah took him from her arms.  He carried him upstairs to the room where he was staying and put him on his bed.

Then Elijah prayed.  He called out to the Lord for help.  He said:  O Lord, my God!  Why have you brought this suffering and agony on this widow?  I am staying with her!  She’s looking after me!  Why do you want to kill her son?

Elijah stretched himself out full length upon the boy to hug him and get some warmth into his cold body.  He did this three times, and cried to the Lord.  He prayed:  O Lord my God, please let life come back into the body of this boy!

Then the Lord heard Elijah’s voice.  The life of the boy returned into his body, and he came alive.

Elijah took the boy and brought him down from the upper room, into the house, and gave him back to his mom.  He said:  Look!  Your son is alive!

Then the woman said to Elijah:  Now I’m convinced of this, that you are a man of God, and the word of the Lord that you speak is the truth!

CHAPTER 18

18.1-6  THE EFFECTS OF ISRAEL’S DROUGHT

A long time later the Lord sent a message to Elijah, in the third year of his stay at Zarephat.  The Lord said:  Go and meet Ahab, for I am going to send rain on the land.

So Elijah went to present himself to Ahab.  Now the drought and famine had a powerful grip on the country of Samaria.  

So Ahab called for Obadiah [oh-b’digh-a, OR in Hebrew, aw-vad-yah] to give him orders.  He was King Ahab’s Chief of Staff, the man who was in charge of the king’s palace.  Now Obadiah was someone with a very deep respect for the Lord.

This was what Chief Obadiah had done in the past:  While Jezebel was persecuting and destroying the prophets of the Lord, Obadiah had rescued them.

Ahab had given Obadiah an order:  Go throughout the country to all the springs of water and to all the streams.  Perhaps we shall find grass so that we can at least keep our horses and mules alive.  Let’s try not to kill even these animals.

So they divided the country between them, to go through the whole land.  Ahab went one way, separately, and Obadiah went the other way, separately.

18.7-16  OBADIAH FINDS ELIJAH

While Obadiah was on his way he suddenly came across Elijah.  Obadiah realised who he was, and knelt down to bow to Elijah.  Obadiah asked him:  You are my lord Elijah, aren’t you, Sir?  

Elijah answered him:  Yes, I am!  Go and tell your boss Elijah is here!  

But Obadiah said:  What have I done wrong that you want me to get into trouble with Ahab?  He won’t hesitate to kill me, and I am your loyal servant!

By the Lord your God, I promise you that there is nowhere that my master has not searched for you.  He has sent messengers to every nation and kingdom to find out if you are there.  If any of them claimed that Elijah was not in their territory, King Ahab made that kingdom and that nation take an oath that they could not find you.  He was absolutely determined to get hold of you!

But now you are telling me:  Go, tell your royal master Elijah has turned up!

Now what will happen is that when I go from you, the Spirit of the Lord will whisk you away to goodness knows where.  If I then go and tell Ahab that I met you and he can’t find you, he will kill me!  That’s not fair, because I serve you, and I have believed in the Lord since I was young.

Sir, haven’t you been told what I did when Jezebel tried to kill the prophets of the Lord?  I protected some of those prophets of the Lord.  I hid a hundred of them, fifty at a time in the cave.  I also provided them with food and water.

But now you are telling me:  Go!  Tell your master:  Elijah’s here!  I tell you: He’ll kill me!

Elijah answered:  I make you a promise, by the Lord Almighty, whom I serve, and who is scared of no-one:  I will most certainly appear before him today!

So Obadiah went to meet Ahab and announced the news to him.  Then Ahab went to meet Elijah.

18.17-19  ELIJAH MEETS AHAB

When Ahab met Elijah, Ahab said to him:  So, this is you, is it?  The one stirring up all this trouble for Israel!

Elijah answered:  No!  I haven’t stirred up any trouble for Israel.  But listen to me!  It’s you and your father’s family who are responsible!  This is because you gave up obeying the commands of the Lord, and went off worshiping Ba’al all over the place.

So now let’s get this sorted out for once and for all.  Send out this announcement to the whole country:  Get the whole of Israel to gather together with me on Mount Carmel.  Also get the 450 prophets of Ba’al and the 400 prophets of Asherah [a’sheh-rah] who are sponsored and supported by Jezebel.

18.20-21  ELIJAH CHALLENGES THE PEOPLE

So Ahab gave the order.  He sent the message to all the people of Israel.  He also assembled the prophets on Mount Carmel.

Then Elijah went forward and approached all the people.  He challenged them:  How long are you going to carry on in this pathetic way?  How much longer are you going to continue to ignore or pass over the Lord?  Why are you sitting on the fence like this?  Why can’t you make up your minds?  Why are you full of doubts?  You are not going to get anywhere like this!  Your excuses are completely lame.  If the Lord is the true God, then go with him!  But if it’s Ba’al, then go to him.  But the people did not answer him.  They said nothing.

18.22-24  ELIJAH’S CHALLENGE TO THE NATION

Then Elijah offered the people a challenge.  He said to them:  I am the only prophet of the Lord that is left.  I am all alone.  But the prophets of Ba’al are 450 men.

Now give us two bulls to offer as sacrifices.  Let them choose one of the bulls for themselves.  Let them slaughter the bull and cut the meat up into pieces.  Then let them put the meat on a pile of wood on their altar.  But they must not light a fire!  Then I shall do the same with the other bull.  I shall put the meat on the wood, but I won’t light the fire.

Then name the god you believe in, and call on him to come and help you.  And I will call on the name of the Lord.  Then we’ll see what happens:  The God who answers by sending fire will prove to be the true God!  All the people shouted out:  That’s a good idea!

18.25-29  ELIJAH MOCKS THE PROPHETS OF BAAL

Elijah said to the prophets of Ba’al:  Choose one of the bulls for yourselves.  You do this first since there are so many of you.  Then name your god and call him to support you.  But do NOT light the fire!

So they took the bull that he offered them and prepared its meat for the offering.  Then they called out the name of Ba’al.  To him they prayed.  They prayed to Baal from morning to midday.  They kept saying:  Baal, Sir, answer us!  But there was no sound from the sky.  No one was answering their prayer.  So they took to staggering around the altar that Baal was supposed to have made.

After some hours of this, when it had gone on until midday, Elijah started to mock them.  He called out:  Try shouting louder!  He’s supposed to be a god!  He’s supposed to respond to prayers!  Maybe he’s just not available for a while.  Maybe he’s away on a journey to do some business.  Perhaps he’s sleeping it off and needs to wake up!

So now they got worked up, and started shouting loudly.  They became frantic and worked themselves into a state of frenzy and slashed themselves with swords and spears, until the blood flowed all over them.  This was the sort of thing they would do.  It was their custom.  

In the afternoon the prophets carried on prophesying that Baal would answer them.  They did this in a state of frantic frenzy.  They kept it up until it was time to do the evening offering.  But there was no response and no answer.  No one,  supposed to be somewhere up there, paid any attention to them.

18.30-35  ELIJAH PREPARES THE LORD’S ALTAR

Then Elijah called to all the people:  Come closer to me!  So the people all moved nearer to him.  Then Elijah repaired the altar of the Lord that had been broken down.

He took twelve stones, the same number as the twelve tribes formed from the sons of Jacob.  That is what the word of the Lord had said about the nation.  Long ago the Lord had announced:  Your name shall be Israel.

Elijah built the stones into an altar in the name of the Lord.  Then Elijah dug a small trench around the altar that could hold a few buckets of water.

He laid out the wood on the altar and cut the meat of the bull into pieces, and put them on the wood.

Then Elijah said:  Fill four buckets of water and pour it on the offering and the wood.  Then he said:  Do it again!  So they did it again.  He said:  Do it a third time!  So they did it a third time.  They had now poured twelve buckets of water over the altar.

The water flowed around the altar, and it filled the trench.  It would now not be possible to start a fire with that soaked wood on such a wet altar.

18.36-40  GOD PROVES ELIJAH RIGHT

When it was time for the evening offering the prophet Elijah stepped back from the altar, and prayed:  Lord God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel, today let it be known that you are God among the people of Israel, and that I am your servant.  Show them that it’s at your command that I have done all these things.

Answer me, Lord!  Please answer me so that these people will know that you are the Lord God.  I ask that it be you yourself who turned their heart back to you.

Then the fire of the Lord fell down from the sky.  It burnt up the sacrifice and the wood and the stones and the soil around the altar.  It also boiled and evaporated the water in the trench, leaving it dried out.

When all the people saw it they fell down with their faces to the ground.  Then they said:  Yes, the Lord IS God!  It’s true: THE LORD is God!

Elijah ordered them:  Arrest the prophets of Baal!  Don’t let a single one of them get away!

So they arrested them, and Elijah took them down to the river in the valley that flows into the sea.  There he put them to death.

18.41-46  GOD SENDS RAIN

Elijah said to Ahab:  You may go and celebrate, because thunder and heavy rain is on its way!  

So Ahab left to go and celebrate, but Elijah climbed to the top of the Carmel ridge.  He went to pray.  He crouched down with his face between his knees.

He said to his assistant:  Please go and look out to sea.  So he went away and took a look.  He reported back:  No, there isn’t anything.  But Elijah said:  Go back again!  He said this seven times.  

On the seventh time his assistant reported excitedly:  Look!  A small dark cloud that looks like a man’s hand has come up from the sea.  So Elijah said:  Off you go and say to Ahab:  Get your horses harnessed to your chariot and get yourself home!  Hurry, so that the rain doesn’t stop you!

While Ahab was leaving the skies grew dark and threatening with clouds and wind, and a heavy rain came.  Ahab rode off and went to Jezreel.

Then the Lord provided Elijah with superhuman power.  He tucked up his cloak in his belt and ran ahead of Ahab until as far as Jezreel.

Chapter 19

19.1-2  JEZEBEL THREATENS ELIJAH

Ahab explained to Jezebel all that Elijah had done.  He told her how he had put to death all the prophets by putting them to the sword.

So Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah.  She told him:  I promise you, by God, that I will not fail to get you for this!  By this time tomorrow I shall see to it that your life also comes to an end like one of theirs.

19.3-4  ELIJAH RUNS AWAY

Elijah got to know about this, so he quickly left for he knew that his life was in danger.  He went to Beer Sheba [b’er-shee-ba] which is in the far south of Judah.  There he left his servant behind.

From there he went southwards into the Sinai Desert.  He travelled a whole day and at last settled under a solitary bush.  Elijah was very depressed.  He prayed that God would take his life.  He wanted to die.  He said:  I’ve had enough now, Lord!  Take my life, for I am no better than my fore-fathers.

19.5-8  ELIJAH’S GREAT JOURNEY

Elijah lay down exhausted and fell fast asleep under that lone broom bush.  Then he got a surprise: an angel came and woke him up.  He said to Elijah:  Come on!  Get up and eat.

He looked around and discovered near his head a round loaf of bread baked on heated stones.  There was also a jug of water.  So he ate and drank, and went back and lay down.

The angel of the Lord also came back a second time and shook him awake and said:  Get up and eat, because you’ve got a very long journey ahead of you.

Elijah wasted no time.  He got up and ate and drank.  That food gave him the strength to travel for forty whole days, until he got to the mountain of God, Mount Horeb.

19.9-10  ELIJAH’S PROBLEM

Elijah went to the cave he found there, and spent the night.  Then God spoke to him.  God said:  What do you want here, Elijah?

Elijah explained his problem to the Lord.  He said:  I have been so keen to serve the Lord God who is supremely powerful.  I have done this because the people of Israel have turned their backs on you.  They have rejected your covenant.  They have broken down the altars used to worship you.  They have killed your prophets with swords.  I’m the only one left!  I’m all alone, and they are looking for me to take my life too.

19.11-13a  ELIJAH MEETS GOD

The Lord said to Elijah:  Go and stand in the mountain, with the Lord.  Then watch, for the Lord will be passing by.  Suddenly a tremendously powerful wind was tearing chunks from the mountain, causing landslides.  It was even shattering rocks and causing cliff faces to crumble.  This power was coming from the Lord.  However, the Lord was not in that wind.  After the wind there was an earthquake.  Yet the Lord was not in the earthquake.  

Then after the earthquake there was a fire.  The Lord was not in the fire either.  Then after the fire there was the sound of a voice calling out.  It was a quiet voice, a light and gentle voice.

When Elijah heard it he wrapped his cloak tightly around his face.  Then he went out and stood at the entrance of the cave.

19.13b-18  GOD GIVES ELIJAH ORDERS

Then a voice came to him, which said:  What are you here for Elijah?  What’s your problem?

Elijah replied:  Sir, I have been so keen to serve the Lord God who is supremely powerful.  I have done this because the people of Israel have turned their backs on you.  They have rejected your covenant.  They have broken down the altars used to worship you.  They have killed your prophets with swords.  I’m the only one left!  I’m all alone, and they are looking for me to take my life too.

The Lord said to him:  Alright, I want you to go and do something for me.  Go back on your way to the remote countryside of Damascus [d’mas-kis] .  When you get there you must anoint Hazael [ch’za-el, ch as in loch] to be the next king of Syria.

Then you must anoint Jehu as king over Israel.  Thirdly, you must anoint Elisha to take over as prophet from you.

If any of these idol worshipers escape the sword of Hazael, Jehu [jee-hoo] will kill them.  If any escape the sword of Jehu, Elisha will kill them.

By the way, I have kept seven thousand people in Israel faithful to me.  All of them have not accepted Ba’al’s authority, nor have they shown any sign that they love him.

19.19-21  ELIJAH EMPLOYS ELISHA

So Elijah went from Mount Horeb and found Elisha.  Elisha was busy ploughing.  He had twelve pairs of oxen yoked together, and he was actually ploughing with them himself.  Elijah walked across the ploughed field and flung his cloak around him.

Elisha left off ploughing with the ox team and quickly went after Elijah.  Elisha said:  Please allow me now to go and sort things out with my parents and kiss them goodbye.  Then I shall come and follow you.  Elijah answered him:  Yes, go!  Then come back because of what I have done to you.  I have made you my disciple.

So Elisha went back from following Elijah and took the yoke of the ox.  He slaughtered the ox, and cooked the meat by burning its equipment.  He handed out the meat to the people who were his neighbours, and they ate what he gave them.  Then he left home and followed Elijah and became his assistant.

Now you can read 1 Kings 17-19 in your own Bible.
An INTRODUCTION for Beginners

1 KINGS 
CHAPTERS 17-19

INTRODUCTION

The people of Israel at first thought that King Saul was a prophet.  But the prophet Samuel had to criticise and rebuke him for disobeying God, though Saul was the king.  The next prophet after Samuel was the great king and prophet, David.  David was a poet, and wrote many of the Psalms that have been used for centuries to praise God.  David’s son Solomon was an exceptionally wise man, but although he wrote the books Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and the Song of Solomon, he is not regarded as a prophet.  He let God down toward the end of his life.  He married foreign wives who believed in foreign gods.  Unfortunately, Solomon became influenced by them.  This did a lot of harm to his great kingdom of Israel.  When he died his son Rehoboam [ree’a-boh-im] made such a mess of starting to rule as king of Israel that the country split into two:  Northern Israel in the north, and Judah to the south.  
The new king of Northern Israel was a popular man called Jeroboam [jerra-boh-im].  (Don’t confuse Jeroboam of Northern Israel with Rehoboam, Solomon’s son, king of Judah.)  Jeroboam of Israel cut off all ties with Judah and with Jerusalem, and even with the temple.  His people in Israel were not allowed to go to the temple to worship God.  He built two places of worship for them, one in the south of Israel, right near the border with Judah, and one up in the north.  This was so that they did not have to travel far to go and worship, as they used to do in David and Solomon’s time.  In each of those two places he set up a golden statue of a young bull calf to encourage the people to worship God.  The gold was to make the people feel that the place was special for worshiping.  It was holy or sacred.  The young bull calf was for people to believe that their God was full of power and strength.  A bull was a farmer’s most valuable possession.  Most people in those days were farmers.
But, of course, this golden calf was exactly what God did not want them to have for worship.  The Israelites should have learnt their lesson from the time long ago when Aaron made a golden bull calf while Moses was with God up in the mountain.  That was when Israel was in the Sinai desert after having been led by God out of their slavery in Egypt.  

What God wanted was that his people would listen to him and obey him.  Although Jeroboam was popular in the north while King Rehoboam was unpopular in the south, King Jeroboam caused Israel to sin against God.  This bad influence lasted for generations, until Northern Israel was destroyed about 200 years later.  But Jeroboam’s family dynasty lasted only about 25 years, and for just two generations.  Then there was a coup [koo] that removed his son from the throne.  Someone not connected with Jeroboam or his family took over the leadership of Israel in the north.
The two books of 1 and 2 Kings go from a bit before 970 BC to a little after 570 BC.  Those two books cover about 400 years of Judah and Israel’s histories.  In northern Israel Jeroboam’s son took over as king after Jeroboam died in the year 910 BC.  This would be about 100 years after David’s time.  Unfortunately, Jeroboam’s son continued to do what his father had done.  God would not tolerate this.  One day one of his generals killed or assassinated him and took over as king.  He wiped out Jeroboam’s whole family to make sure that none of them would ever try to challenge him for the throne of northern Israel.  That was the end of Jeroboam’s ruling family or dynasty.  But that general-king did exactly the same things that Jeroboam and his son had done.  
God allowed the general-king’s son to take over the throne when he died.  But his son just followed in his dad’s footsteps.  He lasted only two years as king.  Then chaos broke out in northern Israel.  The commander of Israel’s chariot army decided to assassinate the king.  That brought the second dynasty to an end.  But it angered the rest of the army of Israel.  A civil war broke out, and the head of the army attacked the chariot-general king.  The head of the army was General Omri.  He attacked the new king in his capital city and set his palace on fire.  The king died in the fire.  His rule had lasted for just one week.  Omri took over as king, and thus began Israel’s third dynasty.  Someone else tried to challenge Omri as king, but after some fighting for a few years Omri won.  In all this chaos and civil war there had been four leaders who wanted to be king.  But Omri became king and ruled for 10 years.  
King Omri is famous for three reasons.  
First, Omri moved the capital city of northern Israel to a hill that he called Samaria.  This was in 880 BC.  Samaria became the capital for the rest of the history of northern Israel.  Samaria, on top of a hill, was easy to defend.  Any enemy, coming from whatever direction, could easily be seen a long way off.  The enemy would also have to attack uphill.

Secondly, Omri made some important political moves.  Omri succeeded in making Israel a powerful country.  Israel was threatened by Syria, its big and powerful neighbour on its north-eastern border.  Syria also threatened the two ancient and well-known Mediterranean ports of Tyre and Sidon [tigh-ya & sigh-din] that are to the north of Israel.  Syria wanted to use those two ports to be able to trade with other countries along the coast-lines of the Mediterranean Sea.  So Omri made a treaty with the king of Tyre and Sidon.  He got the king of Tyre’s daughter to marry his son.  This meant that he and Tyre and Sidon together could stand up to Syria’s threats on their borders.  
Thirdly, what Omri is famous for, is that his son and heir was Prince Ahab, and Ahab’s bride from Tyre was Princess Jezebel [jezz’a-bell].  When Omri died about five years after setting up Samaria as the capital of Israel, Ahab and Jezebel became the king and queen of Israel.  Thanks to his dad Omri, Ahab inherited a fairly strong kingdom, despite Syria’s threats in the east and their enmity with Judah in the south.  Ahab was the seventh king in Northern Israel’s history, and he belonged to the third dynasty.
Omri is more famous outside the Bible than in the Bible.  In ancient history King Omri of Israel was regarded as someone important by the nations in the Middle East.  He was a clever politician and a strong and capable ruler.  He was a highly trained and successful military man.  He brought law and order to his country out of a period of utter chaos.  He stood up to Syria and brought about stability on the borders between their two countries.  Even the Assyrians respected him.  They called Israel “Omri’s country.”  They went on calling Israel Omri’s country even after Omri and his descendants no longer ruled northern Israel.
The Bible does not tell us all these things about Omri.  As far as the Bible is concerned Omri failed to respect God.  He led his people away from God.  He would not listen to the Lord.  That is all the Bible has to say about him.  But that is what the Bible is interested in.  This is a big problem that comes out of idolatry.  It often happens that people who are successful are not faithful to God, and that people who are not faithful to God are successful.  Many people who disobey God nevertheless do well.  They achieve what people think are great things, yet they ignore the Lord.  This is why idolatry is so popular.  
IDOLATRY is changing God’s truth and God’s laws to suit ourselves.  
Idolatry is doing what we like and want, and expecting God to fit in with our plans and support us.  When God does not do that, then people complain about him and criticise him.
Idolatry is doing what we want, which will make us unfit to go to heaven.  
Idolatry is doing what we want, but what we shall later on regret that we did.  
Idolatry is doing what we want to do that God does NOT want us to do.  
Idolatry is doing what we want, but what will upset our conscience.  
Idolatry is doing what we want to that makes us dirty inside, and that deserves to be punished.  
The reason why it is so hard to fight idolatry is because it is what everyone wants to do.  
People do not like to be told not to do what they want to do.
But the secret to a good life is to learn what is the right thing to do, and what good we can do.  It is the true God who teaches us this, and who supports and encourages and helps us to do it.  
If we obey God, he rewards us.
The worst thing that Omri did was to get his son Prince Ahab to marry Princess Jezebel of Tyre.  Politically this was a good thing.  Israel made friends with Tyre and Sidon.  Tyre and Sidon had been great friends of David and Solomon about 150 years before.  They had helped David and Solomon to build the temple.  Omri’s treaty now meant that Israel and Tyre and Sidon were together able to stand up to Syria.  This brought stability to Israel’s borders with Syria.  Israel was able to trade with Tyre and Sidon, which improved Israel’s economy and wealth.  But where religion was concerned, it was the greatest disaster in Israel’s history.  
Whenever a prince in one country married a princess from another country, there were rules to be followed.  These were called diplomatic rules.  Countries had to obey them.  One of the diplomatic rules was that the wife, who went to live in her husband’s country, was allowed to bring along her own servants and advisers and close friends.  This was so that she would not be lonely in a foreign country.  She was also allowed to bring along her own priest and her own religion.  She was allowed to have her own private chapel to worship in.  All this was quite normal in those days.
In Jezebel’s case her religion was different from Israel’s.  Israel believed in the Lord God although they disobeyed him and practiced idolatry.  But Jezebel did not believe in God at all.  She was a heathen.  She worshiped Ba’al and Asherah [bah-al, a-sheh-rah].  Jezebel’s dad was not only a king, he was also a priest of Ba’al, and Jezebel had strong religious beliefs, as well as a strong character.  She was what we call a domineering personality.  Ahab, her husband, was no match for her strong character and fixed ideas.  Ba’al and A’sherah were heathen gods.  Ba’al was a male god, and A’sherah a female god.  
Ba’al was regarded as “The Boss.”  He was supposed to be in charge of nature.  People believed that Ba’al would decide when it should rain.  If people wanted rain they prayed to the boss, and worshiped him.  The fact that rain usually fell fairly regularly in its season helped the priests of Ba’al to keep their religion going.  But when rain was needed those priests became as important to those people as doctors are to the sick.  
A’sherah was regarded as the mother of growth, for plants and animals and even people.  She was supposed to make flowers grow and turn flowers into seeds and seeds into plants.  They thought that she made sheep and cattle produce lambs and young calves.  She helped women have babies.  She made sex work, in animals and people.  She was the mother of fertility.  If you worshiped her, said her priests, your farming would be successful, and you would get a good family.  For Queen Jezebel, families and farming and sex were the important things in life.  So Ba’al and A’sherah were her gods.
There were two big problems with this.  First, worshiping Ba’al meant that God was left out.  He was ignored.  In fact, he had to be rejected and cut right out of their lives.  Pagans think that God just gets in the way of a good life.  
Secondly, God’s idea that sex was allowed only between a married man and his wife, must go.  It was out of fashion.  People felt that many marriages just don’t work.  Sex must be free.  One can do whatever one feels like doing, and whatever one wants to do.  In this way everyone is supposed to be happy.  If one relationship does not work, people are free just to start another one.  A man does not have to promise to love his wife and be faithful to her, in order to live together.  God wants a man and a woman who get married to be faithful to each other for life.  Ba’al and A’sherah have a much more convenient arrangement.  Just do what you feel like doing.  People thought that that would be easier, and therefore better for them.
Jezebel’s ideas caught on in Israel during Omri and Ahab’s time.  Her priests became popular.  More and more men joined their priesthood.  Queen Jezebel used her authority to support them.  But she also used her authority to make life difficult for God’s prophets and his faithful people.  There were not many of them anyway.  She not only broke up altars where the Lord was worshiped, but also killed the Lord’s prophets.  
But once people start doing just what they feel like doing, the problems begin to grow.  At first things look good, but in time they get bad.  King Ahab just went along with Jezebel, his strong-minded wife.  
Ahab inherited some of his dad’s ability to rule.  He was king for twice as long as his dad had been.  He governed for over twenty years.  He built on the improvements that his father had made for northern Israel.  He was even more successful than Omri had been.  Ever since Jeroboam had led Israel to break away from Judah, there had been tensions and war and trouble between these two Israelite countries.  These problems were permanent.  They were always there.  The only king who ever put a stop to those horrible civil wars was Ahab.  He realised that Israel would never be a strong country while fighting Syria to the north and Judah to the south at the same time.  So he decided to make peace with Judah, not because he liked them, but because it suited him.  He wanted to get back territory in Gilead [gilly-add], east of the Jordan, which had belonged to Israel in the time of David and Solomon.  Since that time, the Syrians had conquered Gilead.
The king of Judah was a good man of God called Jehoshaphat [j’hosh-a’fat].  Judah had few godly kings in their history.  Israel had none.  So now these two kings ruled side by side, Judah with one of the best kings in her history, and Israel with one of the worst.  They ruled roughly from 870 to 850 BC.  Ahab’s reign lasted just over 20 years, while Jehoshaphat ruled Judah for 25 years.
King Ahab decided to make peace with King Jehoshaphat, who agreed to the peace treaty.  Because Jehoshaphat was such a good man it was not difficult for Ahab to talk him into making a peace treaty between them.  After all, both countries were part of the original Israel.  This was regarded as a first-class move by Ahab.  It meant that as he faced Syria he now had the support not only of the king of Tyre and Sidon in the north, but also of Jehoshaphat and Judah in the south.  For Jehoshaphat it meant that instead of defending their borders with Israel, his soldiers could concentrate on winning control of the whole Sinai desert right down to the Red Sea, to the port of Aqaba [a-ka-bah].  

The result of this treaty between Israel and Judah was that a trade route could open up from Tyre and Sidon on the Mediterranean Sea, right down to the Red Sea that led to the Indian Ocean.  Both Israel and Judah would benefit hugely economically from this trade between them, and from being able to trade both in the Mediterranean Sea and the Indian Ocean.  Both countries grew much richer.  Jehoshaphat became the strongest king since Solomon.  No future king was ever as powerful as Jehoshaphat.  He built up a very powerful army.  He set up courts to carry out justice throughout the country.  He based his system of justice on the Law of Moses.  Even the Philistines and Arabs co-operated with Jehoshaphat and obeyed him.  This was because they were scared of the super power Assyria that was extending its empire right throughout the Middle East.  They needed Judah’s protection.  Judah’s ruler was just, but Assyria’s rulers were exceptionally cruel.
Ahab also became wealthy.  He was able to decorate his palace with expensive ivory.  Jehoshaphat’s people benefited from trade with Northern Israel, but in Israel the rich got richer and the poor got poorer.  The reason for this difference was because the Law of Moses gave justice to everyone, even the poor people.  King Jehoshaphat obeyed the laws that God had given to Moses.  But in Israel Baal encouraged people to do what they felt like doing.  This encouraged selfishness, so the rich and powerful became more greedy and the poor suffered as a result.  
People did not understand that marriage, God’s way, encourages unselfishness.  Nor do they understand that having sex with anyone one wants to, Ba’al and A’sherah’s way, encourages selfishness.  Obeying God’s laws trains one to be honest and live with integrity, but Baal’s worship allows one to suit oneself and make one’s own standards to live by.  God wants rich people to be humble, and poor people to have hope.  Baal concentrated on gifted people being successful, which led to their being proud, and using poor people for their own advantage as servants or slaves.  The rich would not care for those who were poor.  Moses taught leaders to uphold justice and be fair to everyone, and care for those in need.  
One day, out of the blue, a man appeared to King Ahab.  This was somewhere around 860 BC.  Ahab had already been king for nearly 15 of his 20 years.  This man was a prophet, trained by God.  His name was Elijah [ee-ligh-ja].  “Jah” is short for Yahweh, which means The Lord, “El” [ell] means God and “Eli” [eh-lee] means My God:  So Elijah [eh-lee-yah in Hebrew] means “The Lord (is) My God.”  We know nothing about Elijah from before he appeared to King Ahab and spoke to him, but from that moment on he became one of the most important persons in the whole Bible.  Elijah said to Ahab:  “What you and your people have done has made God very angry.  So God is going to punish you.  You are going to have no more rain until further notice.”
ELIJAH is famous for four main things:

- First, Elijah was the first of the great prophets of God who came after Samuel and David.  He operated in Northern Israel for about 25 years.  Then Elijah appointed as God’s prophet a young man called Elisha [eh-ligh-sha:  Sha is short for Ya-sha, which means Salvation, or What is Right, or Integrity.]  So Elisha means “My God of Salvation and Integrity.”  Elisha proved to be an amazing prophet who operated for another 50 years.  Elisha served God during the reigns of six kings.  After him came such prophets as Hosea [hoh-zee-a] and Amos and Jonah and Isaiah.  
There were some prophets before Elijah, but we do not know their names.  They made brief appearances in the Bible.  But Elijah was the first of the string of great prophets that God raised up to make announcements and prophecies to his people in Israel and in Judah.  These prophets reminded people about God, and the truth about God.  They taught the people how to behave by pointing them back to the laws of Moses.  They also explained to the nation how God would punish them for disobeying what Moses had told them from God.
- Secondly, Elijah was unique in that he did not die as everyone else did.  When Elijah’s time came to go, a chariot came down from the sky to fetch him from the east bank of the Jordan River.  The chariot, surrounded by flames of fire, took him away, up to heaven.  Elisha actually saw this happen.  It happened three years after King Ahab was killed.  Elijah went up to heaven in the same sort of way that Jesus went up to heaven when he finally left earth.  They went up alive into heaven from this world.  It was astonishing and spectacular and awesome.
- Thirdly, Elijah actually came back to earth for a short visit.  It happened in the time of Jesus, over 800 years later.  Jesus and three of his disciples went up a high hill together.  While there Jesus underwent a major change, or transfiguration: his clothes suddenly became shiny white, gleaming as though lit up.  The three apostles had never seen anything like it in their lives.  At the same time Moses and Elijah appeared out of nowhere, and started talking to Jesus.  Moses had lived 600 years before Elijah.  A short while later they disappeared.  They had gone back to heaven.  At that point God himself spoke from heaven to the three apostles.  He told them that Jesus was even more important to God, and to them, than Moses and Elijah.
- Fourthly, the Jewish teachers of the Old Testament had taught that Elijah was going to come back sometime before the Messiah came.  This was something that Jews believed.  But they had a number of questions about this that no one could answer.  When the disciples asked Jesus about this, he replied that Elijah had come back in the form of John the Baptist.  John had done exactly what Elijah had done: he had turned God’s people back to God.  In Elijah’s time, and in John’s time, God’s people had become confused about what to believe.  Jezebel and Ahab had become so strong and successful that people did not know whether they were right, or whether the Law of Moses was right.  In those days the Law of Moses was the Bible.  
In John’s time the Romans were so powerful that people were not quite sure who was most important in their lives: Was it Caesar, or was it God?  Elijah got the people to realise that God was more reliable than Ba’al, and John got the people to see that the most important thing in life was to turn to God, listen to him and do what he says.  God comes first, then the authorities who govern us.  Those authorities cannot get us to heaven when we die.  Only God can.
Ahab’s treaty with Jehoshaphat was a partnership, not a friendship.  The two men were utterly different.  Jehoshaphat’s boss was God; Ahab’s boss was Jezebel and her Ba’al and A’sherah.  The Bible tells us not to “be yoked together with unbelievers.”  A yoke is a heavy pole put across the necks of two oxen so that they had to pull a cart or plough together.  The Bible is saying that we must not get tied down in any way with an unbeliever so that we are not free to obey God or our conscience.  An example of this is that one should not marry an unbeliever.  An unbeliever will not encourage one to obey God the way a believing husband or wife would.  An unbeliever will rather discourage one from obeying God at some point.  This rule applies to any kind of partnership that may weaken one’s loyalty to the Lord.  Jehoshaphat and Ahab provide a useful example of this.
There were reasons why good King Jehoshaphat agreed to make a treaty with bad King Ahab.  Judah’s soldiers had always had to concentrate their strength on defending their border with Israel.  As a result, the nations across the Jordan River and the Dead Sea were able to cause trouble to Judah by launching raids here and there.  Those nations were Moab, Ammon and Edom.  Judah also did not have enough soldiers to control the Sinai desert to the south of them.  The Arabs who lived in Edom were able to control some parts of Sinai, and raid other parts.  But once Jehoshaphat agreed to Ahab’s plan to make a treaty together, promising to support each other rather than fight each other, Jehoshaphat could move his soldiers.  He was then able to push the Moabites and Ammonites further back to the east of the Jordan.  He could also stop their raids on his territory.  He was even able to push the Arabs who had come from Edom out of the Sinai desert.  He could then get control right down to the Red Sea, to the port of Aqaba.  He was now able to send ships into the Red Sea and from there into the Indian Ocean.  From Aqaba he could trade with Arabia, Africa and India.  He could also encourage his people to trade with Tyre and Sidon to the north on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea.  He could even get ship builders from Tyre and Sidon to go down to the Red Sea and build him a new, big fleet of ships.  Everything looked good, just by entering into a friendly partnership with Ahab, in spite of the fact that Ahab had completely turned his back on God.  
We have the same sort of problem.  Life is difficult.  Some people are successful.  There are advantages in making friends with people, especially those who are successful.  It is useful to help one another where we can.  Useful contacts and good team-work can have advantages at times.  When trouble comes, we need support and help.  The more friends we can make the better.  All these are good reasons to form good relationships with people even though they are not believers in God.  
But whenever we decide to rely on others, so that we have to do what they want, we need to be alert and careful.  Solving problems is not a Christian’s first priority.  Being successful is also not a Christian’s first priority.  The most important thing in our short lives is to be faithful to our God.  There will always be problems, but they will not last forever.  The best and greatest thing we can ever do in life is to stick to our faith, our principles, our standards and our convictions.  Truth is always more important than success or help could ever be.
The treaty between Jehoshaphat and Ahab did have some useful advantages to both sides.  But in the long term there was also a catch.  Ahab’s main problem would always be Syria, the giant country next door, which was always threatening the Israelites.  As Ahab’s country got richer and stronger Ahab came to think that he could actually stand up to the Syrians.  In fact, if he could get Judah’s support and help, he could even attack Syria and get back some territory that Syria had taken from Israel to the east of the Jordan River and the lake of Galilee.  Today that territory is called the Golan Heights.  So Ahab used the treaty, the promise of friendship and support that they had signed with each other, to ask Jehoshaphat for a favour.  He asked him to join him in a battle to get back the important town of Ramoth in Gilead from the Syrians.  Ramoth Gilead [rah-mot gillee-ad] really belonged to Israel.  Ramoth Gilead was an important town on the main trade route right up to Assyria.  Originally, when Israel conquered the area east of the Jordan River, God had given Gilead to the eastern half of the tribe of Manasseh.  Ramoth is about 40 miles to the south of the town of Golan, which is about 30 miles to the east of Lake Galilee.  Ramoth had also belonged to David and Solomon, but after their time the Syrians had conquered it.  So Jehoshaphat thought that he should help Ahab to get Ramoth [rah-mot] back.  This was a bit before 850 BC.  
But Jehoshaphat asked Ahab that they should first consult God and get his advice.  Ahab called the prophets of Ba’al.  These prophets advised that they would be successful.  Jehoshaphat then asked that a prophet of God should be consulted.  God’s prophet said that such an attack would be a disaster and that Ahab would be killed.  Ahab followed Baal’s advice, and Jehoshaphat reluctantly tagged along with him.  The result was that the joint forces of Israel and Judah were thoroughly defeated.  Ahab was killed, and Jehoshaphat nearly got killed too.  He had to flee for his life.  The result was that Syria became more of a menace than before.  The other result was that when the army of Judah took such a beating, the countries of Moab, Ammon and Edom began causing trouble again.
Jehoshaphat failed to learn his lesson.  He made another treaty with Ahab’s son.  This time God got angry with good King Jehoshaphat.  He sent a powerful storm that completely wrecked Jehoshaphat’s new fleet of ships anchored in the harbour at the top end of the Red Sea, at Aqaba.  God had warned Jehoshaphat through a prophet that he was going to punish him like this because he had made friends with Ahab’s son.  Jehoshaphat died when he was sixty years old.  

This teaches us that even Christians can do the wrong things.  Christians may do the wrong things out of kindness.  We have to learn to do what is right, even if that is hard sometimes.  To be pressurised by people who won’t listen to God is not a true act of kindness.  We have to learn how to listen to God.  That is even more important than what we think is kindness.  We must listen to God before we listen to people.
A little source of confusion that we can come across in 1 Kings is about some names.  Jehoshaphat’s son was called Jehoram, and his grandson was Ahaziah.  Ahab’s son was also called Ahaziah, and Ahaziah’s younger brother, who became king after him, was also Jehoram.  So Ahab’s younger son was sometimes called Joram to try to avoid confusing him with Judah’s king, Jehoram.  Joram (Jehoram) was king of Northern Israel at the time that General Naaman [nay-min] of Syria came to Israel to see the prophet Elisha in order to be healed of leprosy.  A little Israelite girl had been kidnapped by the Syrians and made a slave to serve Naaman’s wife.  The girl suggested that the famous general goes to Elisha in Israel to get healing.  Very reluctantly Naaman went, and was completely healed when he did what the prophet Elisha told him to do. 

Another source of confusion is that Jehoram, king of Judah and good king Jehoshaphat’s son, married Ahab’s daughter, who was as evil as her mother Jezebel.  Judah’s King Jehoram thus became a very bad king, the opposite of his good father Jehoshaphat.  Jehoram actually killed all his brothers, all six of them, to make sure that none of them would try to take over his throne.  All his brothers were sons of Jehoshaphat, and none were as bad as their oldest brother Jehoram.  Jehoram, the new king of Judah, had no trust in God whatsoever.  Two terrible things happened to him:  There was a rebellion in his country and his palace was attacked.  His family was killed, and the only two survivors were himself and his youngest son, Ahaziah [ay-hah-zigh-a].  The other horrible thing to happen to him was that he got a very painful infection in his bowels, and died in agony.  His youngest son Ahaziah, Jehoshaphat’s only surviving grandson, became king in his place.
Young Ahaziah ruled Judah for just one year.  He went to Northern Israel to visit his uncle King Jehoram (Joram,) the younger son of Ahab.  At that time King Joram was attacking Ramoth Gilead to try to get it back from the Syrians.  King Joram was wounded and had to go back across the Jordan River to recover in a safe place.  His young nephew, King Ahaziah of Judah, came to visit him to comfort him.  
The man left in charge of the attack at Ramoth Gilead was General Jehu [jee-hoo].  God told the prophet Elisha to send the general a message.  Jehu was to take over as king of Israel so that he could put an end to the Ba’al religion.  General Jehu, who was a very energetic man, sprang into action.  He raced back with his horses and chariot.  He killed King Jehoram (Joram.)  He also killed Joram’s mother, Queen Jezebel.  He even killed young King Ahaziah of Judah.  So General Jehu killed both the king of Israel and the king of Judah.  God had had enough of both of them.  It was the end of Omri’s dynasty and very nearly the end of King David’s dynasty in Judah.
When General Jehu killed young King Ahaziah of Judah, his mother, Ahab’s daughter, who had been King Jehoram’s wife, took over the throne of Judah as queen mother.  She immediately killed Jehoshaphat’s whole family, so that her power would never be threatened.  However, God arranged it that one little baby, King Jehoshaphat’s great-grandson, was secretly hidden away for years in the temple.  When he became a young boy of about six years old, he was made king of Judah by the High Priest, and the wicked queen mother of Judah was put to death, also by the order of the good High Priest.  
But in Northern Israel, General Jehu had wiped out the dynasty of Omri and his son Ahab.  Joram, the younger son of Ahab, was the last king of the line or dynasty of Omri.  Omri’s dynasty had lasted nearly 40 years.  General Jehu took over as king of Northern Israel with the support of the army.  This was just before 840 BC.  The prophet Elijah had gone up to heaven nearly ten years before this, in 850 BC.  King Jehoshaphat died just three years after Elijah departed.  King Ahab had been killed at Ramoth Gilead three years before Elijah went to heaven.  His son Joram was also wounded there about ten years after his dad was killed.  Jehoram (Joram), king of Israel, died in Elisha’s time, killed by General Jehu.
King Jehu would reign over Israel for nearly 30 years.  Jehu’s dynasty or family line would last for about 90 years.  The Jehu family was the longest ruling dynasty in Northern Israel’s history.  General Jehu began his reign by completely wiping out all Ba’al worship.  He tricked all the priests of Baal and trapped them in a large building.  Once he had them all locked up, he put every one of them to death.  None escaped.  But King Jehu went back to worshiping the two golden calves that Jeroboam had made when Israel had first broken away from Judah in 930 BC.  In the long run that was also a fatal mistake.  Their idolatry utterly ruined them in the end.  After 200 years of unfaithfulness to the Lord, God’s patience ran out with Israel.  Assyria then came and conquered Northern Israel and took the whole nation away into slavery.  They had refused to listen to God and his prophets.  They ended up under the authority of the Assyrians who produced one of the cruellest empires in world history.
ARCHAEOLOGY:  Scholars have been able to learn quite a bit about ancient history by digging up the past.  This is called archaeology [ar-kee-ol-a’jee], and the experts who dig into ancient ruins are known as archaeologists [ar-kee-ol-a’jists].  But when we compare their findings in ancient history with the Bible, we can see that there are some differences.  Archaeologists’ history disagrees in some small ways from what the Bible says.  What Christians find a problem is that sometimes what the archaeologists discover is more accurate than what the Bible says.  This worries some people.  But there are good reasons for the differences between the Bible and archaeology or ancient history.

Archaeology concentrates on facts.  The Bible concentrates on what God wants us to know.  This sometimes produces differences between them.  One example is in what we call time-span.  If you add up the number of years that kings ruled, in the Bible, you get a different total to what the archaeologists get.  And the archaeologists have been proved to be right.  But this was because in ancient times there were different ways of telling time.  Archaeologists use just one way, the way everyone uses nowadays.  But the Bible uses whatever way was used at that time long ago.  
We see this difference if a son took over as king from his father half way through the year.  Sometimes they would count that as a whole year, and add that to the length of his reign.  But at other times they would wait until the year ended and then start counting at the beginning of the next full year.  In that case the first months of his reign did NOT count.  If a king got old and feeble, or very sick, his son would take over his duties until he died.  Sometimes they would count those years as the years of his reign.  At other times they would only start to count the length of his reign from after the old king had died.  The Bible just wrote whatever system the people used at the time.  

We also know that there were two kinds of time-keeping.  To the Jews the day began at sunset.  To other nations it began in the morning.  To Jews the clock started when the sun rose.  To the Romans it started at midnight.  So the sixth hour of the day would mean midday to an Israelite, but it would mean six o’clock in the morning to a Roman.  The Bible used both forms of time-keeping, depending on what system was common at the time.  
We also have such differences today.  In some countries we talk about distances as miles, while in other countries we talk about kilometres.  Sometimes we talk about distances “as the crow flies,” while other times we talk about the distances by road.  They are not the same.  Where temperatures are concerned, sometimes they are measured in Centigrade while other times we use Fahrenheit.  

Another difference between Hebrew and English is the word “grandson.”  Hebrew just says “son” whether it is a son or a grandson or a great-grandson or any descendent.  Jesus is called the “son of David” even though there were over 25 generations between David and his “son” Jesus.  The Hebrew word for “brother” can also mean cousin or friend or neighbour or colleague or peer, or anyone belonging to the same country or even the same race.  We cannot always be sure whether “the son of” someone was a son or grandson or even a distant descendent who never knew the man he was “the son of.”  When people had different ways of saying things we cannot call them ‘mistakes’ in the Bible.  The fact that the Bible was written the way people thought in those days actually proves how true it is.
In the Bible King Belshazzar of Babylon was the son of Nebuchadnezzar.  Archaeologists have discovered that Belshazzar was actually Nebuchadnezzar’s grandson.  They found that Belshazzar’s dad had moved away to Arabia, leaving his son to rule for him in Babylon.  To the Bible this is not important.  What is important is what God did to Belshazzar, which the prophet Daniel predicted.  However, archaeology helps us understand why Belshazzar promised that he would make Daniel the third highest ruler in Babylon if he could interpret the awesome writing on the wall.  Belshazzar’s dad was the highest ruler and Belshazzar the second highest ruler in the kingdom of Babylon.  This becomes another sign of how reliable the Bible is.  The writer of the book of Daniel did not mention Belshazzar’s father, but clearly he knew that Belshazzar was the second highest ruler in the Babylonian empire, after his dad who was in another country.  Archaeology does help us understand the Bible better, but it can never replace the Bible.  

Archaeologists discovered ancient records about a solar eclipse: the moon came between the sun and the earth, blotting out the sunlight in the Middle East for a few minutes.  It was recorded about a hundred years after the time of Elijah, Jehoshaphat and Ahab.  The eclipse happened during the time of the prophets Hosea, Amos, Jonah and Isaiah [hoh-zee-a, ay-mos, joh-na, igh-zigh-a].  Modern science, the studies of the stars and how they move and orbit, was able to calculate the very day of that eclipse.  It was 15 June 763 BC!  From that date it was not difficult to work out other dates during that century, as well as the century before and the century after it.  The Bible has no such date anywhere.  It just uses the dating systems that the people used who lived in those times.  They knew nothing about dating based on the coming of Christ that would be in hundreds of years’ time.  The Bible also does not mention eclipses, which occur regularly and reliably.  What it does mention is such things as the sun standing still for a whole extra day when Joshua prayed to God, or the sun’s shadow moving backwards for a few hours when Isaiah said it would.  As far as science is concerned, those events were miracles that it cannot explain.  There are lots of things in the world and universe that science still cannot explain.  There are also some things in the Bible that we do not properly understand, because they were written so long ago.
Actually, it is not very difficult to follow the Bible once one knows what is going on.  That is where archaeology is so helpful.  But as long as we trust the Bible, we won’t go wrong, even if there are parts we don’t yet understand.  However, archaeology has helped us learn how reliable the Bible is.

The Bible is how God speaks to us today.  The Bible is the word of God.  The fact that the Bible uses different dating systems, just as the people in those days did, is one of the signs that the Bible is genuine.  It is authentic, and reliable.  Again and again scholars have discovered that the Bible is true.  Again and again people who read the Bible properly find that God uses it to speak to them and help them.

The Bible was not interested in what archaeology is looking for.  It was interested in talking to people to get them to understand God.  Archaeologists are interested in what religions people believed in, but the Bible was written to get people to be loyal to the Lord, and to him alone.  Archaeology just wants to find out what people were like and what they did, but the Bible was written for us to learn, from those ancient people, what God is like and what we can expect him to do.  
In fact, the Bible does mention that there were other books written in those times.  These also recorded what was happening in those days.  But they were just history books.  God did not use them as part of the Bible.  Anyone reading those sorts of history books could easily see the difference between them and the books in the Bible.  The Bible is about God.  History books are about people.  TV and social media are about people.  But the Bible is about God and people.
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Chapter 17

17.1-6  ELIJAH ANNOUNCES THE DROUGHT

A man called Elijah, who came from a town somewhere in Gilead [gillee-ad], spoke to Ahab.  He said:  I promise you, in the name of the Lord God of Israel, whom I serve, that you will be punished.  For the next few years 1there will be no dew or rain, unless I say so.

Having delivered this message from God, the word of the Lord came to Elijah.  The Lord said to him:

Leave here.  Go away to the east and 2hide in a ravine whose stream flows from the east towards the Jordan River.
There you will drink from the stream, and I have told 3the ravens to provide food for you there.
So Elijah went and did according to the instructions of the Lord.  He went away and stayed in the ravine that was on the other side of the Jordan, to the east.
There the ravens would bring him bread and meat in the morning, and bread and meat again in the evening.  Elijah also drank from the stream.
1there will be no dew or rain:  It is very likely that the drought had already started, and that there was a serious shortage of rain and water in the country.  So what Elijah is saying is that the drought was going to go on for a long time and would get very serious.

Rain was supposed to start falling in October or November, and then start again in March or April.  Each time the rainy season would last between one and two months.  Most people in Israel, and across the Jordan River in Gilead, were farmers.  So rain was vital to them.
In the mountainous highlands of Israel there would also often be a light drizzle, or a heavy wet dew that formed during the night and made the grass very wet first thing in the morning.  God was also going to stop the drizzle and dew from falling.  Everything everywhere would remain dry.
2hide in a ravine:  The countryside to the east of the Jordan River is very dry and mountainous.  Some of those ravines or gorges are very deep.  They lie in deep shadows, and so are quite dark.  It would be difficult to find anyone hiding in a cave in one of those gorges.  The stream in whose ravine Elijah was to hide was called “Cut Off” in Hebrew.
3the ravens:  Ravens are a very common bird.  They can be found in many countries and live in many different kinds of territory.  Ravens are slightly larger than crows.  Crows tend to stick together in groups, while a raven flies alone or with a mate.  If ravens find more food than they need they take some of it and hide or store it away.  They are very intelligent birds, and they easily fit in with people and even with motor traffic.  They hop around on streets and pavements looking for pickings and scraps, and hop around avoiding cars and people walking past.  When they find a big helping of something to eat they fly off with it in their beaks to a quiet place where they can eat undisturbed.
17.7-12  ELIJAH MEETS A POOR WIDOW
Eventually there came a time when the stream dried up because of lack of rain in the country.
Then the word of the Lord came to Elijah:
Leave this place and go to 1the town of Zarephat [tsah-r’fat] that is near the city of Sidon [sigh-din].  You must stay there.  Listen, I have ordered a woman there, who is a widow, to provide food for you.
So Elijah left the ravine and went to Zarephat.  When he came to the entrance of the town he spotted there a woman, who was a widow, gathering wood.  He greeted her and said:  Please do me a favour.  Get me some water in a cup to drink.
So she went to fetch some.  Then he asked her:  Please bring me some of your bread.
But she replied:  Believe me!  As surely as the Lord your God lives, I don’t have any bread.  All I’ve got left is a handful of flour in the jar and a bit of oil in the container.  And, as you can see, I’m looking for a couple of pieces of wood so that I can go and bake it for me and for my son.  We are going to eat it, and then we’re going to die!
1the town of Zarephat [tsah-r’fat]:  Zarephat is a town on the Mediterranean coast.  If you flew in a plane from Damascus, the capital of Syria, westwards, straight towards the Mediterranean Sea, you would see Zarephat.  It lies between Sidon, which is nearly 10 miles to the north of it, and Tyre, which is to the south.  Zarephat was part of the ancient land of Phoenicia [f’nee-sha], which today is Lebanon.  The town belonged to the city of Sidon.  Zarephat was conquered by the Assyrians just before 700 BC, that is, about 50 years after Elijah went to stay there.  80 years after the Assyrians conquered Zarephat they went on further south to conquer Samaria, the capital of Northern Israel.
This was the country that Queen Jezebel had grown up in, and come from.  She was a Phoenician.  So was the kind and faithful widow that Elijah went to stay with.  
Little did Jezebel, who wanted to kill Elijah, know that he was living not far from where she grew up.
Jesus mentions the widow of Zarephat in his teaching in Luke 4, when he visited his home town of Nazareth [naz-a’rith]. 
17.13-16  ELIJAH GUARANTEES FOOD FOR THE WIDOW
Elijah said to her:  Don’t worry!  Go and do as you have said, but first of all make a little bun for me and bring it to me.  Then, after that, bake for you and your son.
For this is what the Lord God of Israel says:  The jar of flour will not run out and the container of oil will not run dry until the day the Lord sends rain on the land.
The woman went and did what Elijah told her.  She was then able to go on eating, she and Elijah both, and her family, day after day.
The jar of flour did not run out and the container of oil did not run dry, just as the Lord had said through Elijah.
17.17-24  ELIJAH HEALS THE WIDOW’S SON
Sometime after all this happened, the son of the woman who owned the house became ill.  His sickness got a very strong grip on him until he wasn’t able to breathe.  

The desperate mother confronted Elijah.  She said:  What do you have against me, you man of God?  You came to me 1to remind me of my sin!  You have punished me by taking away my son.  He has died!
Elijah said to her:  Give me your boy.  Elijah took him from her arms.  He carried him 2upstairs to the room where he was staying and put him on his bed.
Then Elijah prayed.  He called out to the Lord for help.  He said:  O Lord, my God!  Why have you brought this suffering and agony on this widow?  I am staying with her!  She’s looking after me!  Why do you want to kill her son?
Elijah stretched himself out full length upon the boy to hug him and get some warmth into his cold body.  3He did this three times, and cried to the Lord.  He prayed:  O Lord my God, please 4let life come back into the body of this boy!
Then the Lord heard Elijah’s voice.  The life of the boy returned into his body, and he came alive.
Elijah took the boy and brought him down from the upper room, into the house, and gave him back to his mom.  He said:  Look!  Your son is alive!
Then the woman said to Elijah:  Now I’m convinced of this, that you are a man of God, and 5the word of the Lord that you speak is the truth!
1to remind me of my sin:  When a truly godly person lives with other people, they become more conscious of the difference between right and wrong.  As they see someone doing what is right, they are inclined to feel guilty about their own wrong-doings.  It is usually a good type of person who is more sensitive to guilt. God’s goodness to us also often makes us more aware of our faults and failures.  The more one appreciates and experiences God’s goodness, the more likely one is to want to confess one’s sins.

When one feels guilty one is likely to see trouble as punishment from God, and not just as bad luck.
2upstairs to the room where he was staying:  Some of the houses had an upstairs room.  The stairs were on the outside of the house, so that the person staying there did not have to go into the house in order to get to his room, or to come out of it.  Both the people in the house and the person staying in the upper room had their own privacy.
3He did this three times, and cried to the Lord:  This prayer of Elijah is a clue to the Messiah.  Jesus also prayed desperately to God three times when he was about to be arrested.  The Messiah was a better man than this great prophet, yet God answered the prophet’s prayer but did not answer the prayer of his Son.  This clue, or sign, shows us that God ought to have answered Jesus’ prayer.  The fact that he did not was for a very special reason.  Elijah’s prayer was to save the boy’s life.  Christ’s prayer was NOT answered in order to save the world, and to save us.
4let life come back into the body of this boy:  Here is another sign, or clue, in the Old Testament Scriptures, pointing to what would happen to the Messiah in the New Testament of the Bible.  As God brought life back into the cold body of the boy of Zarephat, so he brought life back into the cold body of Jesus of Nazareth.  Elijah made three attempts to bring life back to the boy.  Jesus was dead for three days: late Friday, all Saturday, and very early Sunday.
An amazing and stunning thing about Jesus coming back to life on the third day is that absolutely no one prayed for him to come back to life.  No one prayed for him to live again when he was dead, the way Elijah prayed for this boy, when he was dead, to come back to life again.  It is obvious that Elijah’s prayers saved the boy’s life.  It is also obvious that God alone was responsible for Jesus’ resurrection from the dead.
5the word of the Lord that you speak:  Elijah had been staying with this widow for some time.  She was looking after him as if he was part of her family, and he was providing her with the food she needed for her family.  So she had been listening to him as he spoke about God.  But her background or culture was completely pagan, or heathen.  She lived in a country where everyone believed in the god Ba’al.  It was a struggle for her to break away from her own religion, and a big struggle to accept that what Elijah had been telling her was the truth.  She had also been struggling with the huge problem of her own guilt.  But the death of her son, and the way the Lord used Elijah to bring him back to life again, converted her.  She became a firm believer in the Lord.

CHAPTER 18
18.1-6  THE EFFECTS OF ISRAEL’S DROUGHT
A long time later the Lord sent a message to Elijah, in the third year of his stay at Zarephat.  The Lord said:  Go and meet Ahab, for I am going to send rain on the land.
So Elijah went to present himself to Ahab.  Now the drought and famine had a powerful grip on 1the country of Samaria.  
So Ahab called for Obadiah [oh-b’digh-a, OR in Hebrew, aw-vad-yah] to give him orders.  He was King Ahab’s Chief of Staff, the man who was in charge of the king’s palace.  Now Obadiah was 2someone with a very deep respect for the Lord.
This was what Chief Obadiah had done in the past:  While Jezebel was persecuting and destroying the prophets of the Lord, Obadiah had rescued them.
Ahab had given Obadiah an order:  Go throughout the country to all the springs of water and to all the streams.  Perhaps we shall find grass so that we can 3at least keep our horses and mules alive.  Let’s try not to kill even these animals.
So they divided the country between them, to go through the whole land.  Ahab went one way, separately, and Obadiah went the other way, separately.
1the country of Samaria:  The country of Samaria was, of course, Northern Israel.  Samaria was the new capital.  This is like talking about America as Washington, or about China as Beijing, or Egypt as Cairo.
2someone with a very deep respect for the Lord:  It is amazing and wonderful how God puts a good person right among a lot of bad people.  King Ahab was one of the worst sinners in Israel’s history.  Obadiah, his Chief of Staff, was someone who was utterly faithful to the Lord.  Obadiah’s name says it all:  In Hebrew it is pronounced as ‘aw-vad-jah.’  Obed [pronounced aw-ved] means “servant” and Iah [pronounced Yah] means “The Lord.”  Obadiah or Obediah means Servant of the Lord.
This was a popular name, and among the prophets of the Old Testament there is a book named after another Obadiah.  It has only one chapter.
3at least keep our horses and mules alive:  The drought had become so severe that there was no grazing for the animals.  When this happens the animals have to be slaughtered to save them from starving to death, which is a horrible way to die.  Cattle and sheep had already been slaughtered.  During the drought it was easier to move horses and mules around than cattle and sheep.  Horses and mules were also needed for transport and for ploughing when the rains came.  It’s a horrible thing for farmers to have to decide which animals to kill first.  This is what a drought forces them to do.  By now Ahab and his people were desperate to find some grass to keep the last of their animals alive.  Grass would grow only where there was water.  The problem was that without rain water would dry up.  Ahab and his country were now in serious trouble.  
Obadiah was the one man Ahab could trust.  He could give him an order knowing that Obadiah would do his best to carry out that responsibility.
18.7-16  OBADIAH FINDS ELIJAH 

While Obadiah was on his way he suddenly came across Elijah.  Obadiah realised who he was, and knelt down to bow to Elijah.  Obadiah asked him:  You are my lord Elijah, aren’t you, Sir?  

Elijah answered him:  Yes, I am!  Go and tell your boss Elijah is here!  
But Obadiah said:  What have I done wrong that you want me to get into trouble with Ahab?  He won’t hesitate to kill me, and I am your loyal servant!
By the Lord your God, I promise you that there is nowhere that my master has not searched for you.  He has sent messengers to every nation and kingdom to find out if you are there.  If any of them claimed that Elijah was not in their territory, King Ahab made that kingdom and that nation take an oath that they could not find you.  He was absolutely determined to get hold of you!
But now you are telling me:  Go, tell your royal master Elijah has turned up!
Now what will happen is that when I go from you, the Spirit of the Lord will whisk you away to goodness knows where.  If I then go and tell Ahab that I met you and he can’t find you, he will kill me!  That’s not fair, because I serve you, and 1I have believed in the Lord since I was young.
Sir, haven’t you been told what I did when Jezebel tried to kill the prophets of the Lord?  I protected some of those prophets of the Lord.  I hid a hundred of them, fifty at a time in the cave.  I also provided them with food and water.
But now you are telling me:  Go!  Tell your master:  Elijah’s here!  I tell you: He’ll kill me!
Elijah answered:  I make you a promise, by the Lord Almighty, whom I serve, and who is scared of no-one:  I will most certainly appear before him today!
So Obadiah went to meet Ahab and announced the news to him.  Then Ahab went to meet Elijah.
1I have believed in the Lord:  This was a big test for Obadiah.  He believed in God.  He had believed since he was a boy.  He was on Elijah’s side.  He had risked his privileged job, and even his life, to help God’s servants.  But now he was facing a huge dilemma.  He was caught and trapped between being faithful to God and being in great danger from Ahab.
This is the same sort of test that Christians will have to face.  We shall find that if we are to be faithful to God and his commands, we shall find ourselves in trouble with people.  This may be our family or friends, or people we work for or work with.  It may be with people we need or people we depend on.  We must get ourselves ready for this test and this trial whenever it may come.  God guides us one way, and the devil pulls us another way.

But Elijah showed Obadiah the way out of his fear and dilemma.  He must just do what Elijah told him to do, and Elijah would see to it that he backed Obadiah up and saved him from Ahab.  It is the same for us.  We must just do what God has told us to do, and what our conscience tells us to do, and whatever is right.  God, the Lord, will look after the rest for us.  We can always trust him.  The only question is whether he can trust US.
18.17-19  ELIJAH MEETS AHAB

When Ahab met Elijah, Ahab said to him:  So, this is you, is it?  The one stirring up all this trouble for Israel!
Elijah answered:  No!  I haven’t stirred up any trouble for Israel.  But listen to me!  It’s you and your father’s family who are responsible!  This is because you gave up obeying the commands of the Lord, and went off worshiping Ba’al all over the place.
So now let’s get this sorted out for once and for all.  Send out this announcement to the whole country:  Get the whole of Israel to gather together with me on 1Mount Carmel.  Also get the 450 prophets of Ba’al and the 400 prophets of Asherah [a’sheh-rah] who are sponsored and supported by Jezebel.
1Mount Carmel:  Mount Carmel is a ridge of hills that run right out to the Mediterranean Sea.  Mt Carmel is roughly halfway between Tel Aviv and the ancient city of Tyre in the north.  If you flew inland from Mt Carmel you would come to the lake of Galilee.  The Mt Carmel ridge is about 500 metres high and nearly 20 kilometres long.  It runs in a south easterly direction from the sea until it joins the main mountain range that runs parallel to the Jordan River.   The ridge was made of limestone, so there were caves on the sides of the mountain.  At the foot of the end of the ridge is the modern port of Haifa.   To the south of Mt Carmel was the port of Joppa.  This is the area where modern Israel’s popular Jaffa export oranges come from.
The Hebrew word “Carmel” means a garden.  A garden is a place where plants grow better than they do out in the fields.  The fruits and flowers of a garden are often of a higher quality than those that grow wild.  So Mt Carmel meant The Garden Mountain.  The Carmel ridge was covered in bushes and trees.  This was because it enjoys a heavier rainfall than the surrounding country.  Moist air from the sea comes to the hills.  The hill pushes the air upwards to where it gets colder and thicker or denser because there is less air space above a hill.  This causes the moist air to form into rain drops.  This is called precipitation.  The winds then blow the rain clouds over the countryside.  We will often have seen clouds or mists high up on the mountains or the hills.  If one climbs up there when it is cloudy one will usually find that the air is cold, and the ground wet, even though everything is dry down below.
To the north of the Mt Carmel ridge is the Great Plain, a wide valley that is excellent for farming.  This Great Plain is just to the south of the town of Nazareth, where Jesus grew up.  It runs from the sea right across to the Jordan River.  Near the Jordan River it is called the Jezreel Valley [jez-reel].  There are two mountain passes through the Carmel Ridge so that people can travel from north to south.  In Elijah’s time a pass was part of the great trade route between Syria and Egypt that went through Northern Israel.
Because trees and other plants grew better where there was more rain, people liked to have their places of worship up in the hills.  Up in the hills they could also see their countryside better.  So, from ancient times there were altars built on Mt Carmel.  Even the Israelites built an altar on the ridge in order to worship the Lord.

Just before 1800 Napoleon’s army invaded Palestine.  The French army was denied complete victory in Egypt and Palestine when Admiral Nelson attacked and destroyed the French fleet anchored in Alexandria at the mouth of the Nile River Delta.  But one thing the French army did achieve while they were in Palestine was to make the first map of the area from Mount Carmel to Lake Galilee.
The local Israelite people used to climb up Mt Carmel in order to worship the Lord on top of the ridge.  Even today, on the ridge near the sea, there is a monastery built in honour of the prophet Elijah.
18.20-21  ELIJAH CHALLENGES THE PEOPLE
So Ahab gave the order.  He sent the message to all the people of Israel.  He also assembled the prophets on Mount Carmel.
Then Elijah went forward and approached all the people.  He challenged them:  How long are you going to carry on in this pathetic way?  How much longer are you going to continue 1to ignore or pass over the Lord?  Why are you sitting on the fence like this?  Why can’t you make up your minds?  Why are you full of doubts?  You are not going to get anywhere like this!  Your excuses are completely lame.  If the Lord is the true God, then go with him!  But if it’s Ba’al, then go to him.  But the people did not answer him.  They said nothing.
1to ignore the Lord:  The Hebrew word used here is “to pass over.”  It is the same word that is well-known as “the Passover.”  Way back in Egypt, in the time of Moses, the Passover was the decision taken by all the Israelites to pledge themselves to be loyal and obedient to the Lord.  Everyone who took this decision, Israelites or Egyptians, saved the lives of their firstborn, whether in the family or among their animals.  The angel of death passed over them and spared them if they had the Passover blood on their doorframes.
But this Hebrew word also has another meaning.  It means to behave in a limp or lame way.  It means that someone is not fighting fit.  He is lame or crippled.  All he can do is limp along.  That is no use to people in the army.  
Elijah is saying that the nation has lost its faith and its spiritual strength.  It no longer has any moral power or dignity.  Instead of being a strong nation that people could be proud of, they have become a pathetic nation that is failing.  This is because they no longer know what they believe in.
Unfortunately, this is also true in our own time.  There are many people who call themselves Christians who do not really know what they believe.
18.22-24  ELIJAH’S CHALLENGE TO THE NATION
Then Elijah offered the people a challenge.  He said to them:  I am the only prophet of the Lord that is left.  I am all alone.  But the prophets of Ba’al are 450 men.
Now give us two bulls to offer as sacrifices.  Let them choose one of the bulls for themselves.  Let them slaughter the bull and cut the meat up into pieces.  Then let them 1put the meat on a pile of wood on their altar.  But they must not light a fire!  Then I shall do the same with the other bull.  I shall put the meat on the wood, but I won’t light the fire.
Then name the god you believe in, and call on him to come and help you.  And I will call on the name of the Lord.  Then we’ll see what happens:  The God who answers by sending fire will prove to be the true God!  All the people shouted out:  That’s a good idea!
1put the meat on a pile of wood on their altar:  This was how the ancient people used to worship.  They used a meal of cooked meat as their means of worship.  When they cooked the meat on the altar, it was then a special, or holy, offering to their god.  Those who believed in God did the same.  The smoke and the good smell of roasted meat was the sign of their worship.  In more modern times dressing up in Sunday best clothes used to be a sign of going to church to worship.  So was the ringing of church bells.  Kneeling during prayers was another sign.  Putting money in the offering is also a sign of worship.  Reading the Bible or saying grace at meal times is another form of worship.  So is singing hymns.  There were times when men took off their hats when they entered a church.  This was a sign of respect.  That’s what worship is: it’s a sign of respect.  
Elijah simply used the form of worship that was normal in those times.
18.25-29  ELIJAH MOCKS THE PROPHETS OF BAAL
Elijah said to the prophets of Ba’al:  Choose one of the bulls for yourselves.  You do this first since there are so many of you.  Then name your god and call him to support you.  But do NOT light the fire!
So they took the bull that he offered them and prepared its meat for the offering.  Then they called out the name of Ba’al.  To him they prayed.  They prayed to Baal from morning to midday.  They kept saying:  1Baal, Sir, answer us!  But there was no sound from the sky.  No one was answering their prayer.  So they took to 2staggering around the altar that 3Baal was supposed to have made.
After some hours of this, when it had gone on until midday, Elijah started to mock them.  He called out:  Try shouting louder!  He’s supposed to be a god!  He’s supposed to respond to prayers!  Maybe 4he’s just not available for a while.  Maybe he’s away on a journey to do some business.  Perhaps 5he’s sleeping it off and needs to wake up!
So now they got worked up, and started shouting loudly.  They became frantic and worked themselves into a state of frenzy and slashed themselves with swords and spears, until the blood flowed all over them.  This was the sort of thing they would do.  It was their custom.  
In the afternoon the prophets carried on prophesying that Baal would answer them.  They did this in a state of frantic frenzy.  They kept it up until 6it was time to do the evening offering.  But there was no response and no answer.  No one,  supposed to be somewhere up there, paid any attention to them.
1Baal, Sir, answer us:  What those prophets now needed was for fire to come down from heaven and cook their meat.  They needed a miracle, and the king and all the people were standing there watching to see what would happen.  
The big question is how could Baal possibly have answered them?  Those people made up or invented their god, and then wanted him to do something that they could not do.  How can a god we invent or imagine do what we cannot do?  How can something we pretend exists, help us with a real problem that we are faced with, and cannot cope with?  The only thing we can say about that kind of thinking is that it is nonsense, it’s non-sense!  It is not sensible.
2staggering around:  Here the Hebrew word for staggering is the word “passover” again.  It actually means that they limped around the altar.  They moved around the altar in a pathetic way as if they were injured and desperate.  It looked as though they wanted people to feel sorry for them.  Trying to get people to feel sorry for oneself is like making an excuse.  It is not good enough!
3Baal was supposed to have made:  The Hebrew actually says that “they limped around the altar that HE MADE.”  There are two possible ways of translating this Hebrew word into English.  
- The one is to change the word from “he made” to “they had made.”  Sometimes we make this kind of change when we translate.  
- The other way is to understand the Hebrew word as meaning “the altar Baal made.”  Since this was Baal’s altar his prophets would say that he made it.
4he’s just not available:  In Hebrew “not available” could mean he’s on the toilet at the moment.
5he’s sleeping it off:  In Hebrew Elijah said:  “Perhaps he’s asleep.”  In Hebrew this would often mean a drunken sleep.  He’s had too much to drink and now he’s out for the count.  When people worshiped idols, they liked to think that their idols were more or less like themselves.  Their idols also had faults like them.  They would also do shameful things, like people do, things like squabbling and fighting, getting drunk and having sex.
What Elijah is calling out to Baal’s prophets sounds rather naughty.  But actually, it isn’t.  Rather, it is telling us something important that God wants us to realise.  God is using Elijah’s sense of humour to teach us something about idolatry that we often don’t realise.  It is this:  When people reject God and invent their own kind of religion, they produce problems.  They become dishonest and unreliable.  They make excuses.  They trick or deceive people.  After a while this annoys people.  They become, like Elijah, and like God, irritated.  They get fed up and angry, cross and frustrated.  They resent people messing them around.  They reach a point where they have had enough.  Sooner or later they are going to say what they feel.  They are going to criticise people they cannot trust.  Elijah’s mocking is showing us clearly how stupid these people were.  The Bible tells us that God will mock people who are wicked and evil.  He will deal severely with them for their stupidity.  Elijah wants everyone to see that.  He wants to stop people listening to those who try to mislead them.  He is trying to save them from being ruined by the popular idolatry that they called Ba’al.
The problem with idolatry is that people want their idols to be superhuman AND human.  They want them to do great and impressive things that people can admire and boast about.  But they are also keen to see what faults they have got, especially scandalous and ugly faults and failings.  They like to brag about their idols, but they also like to gossip about their idols.  So this is exactly what Elijah is doing.  He is exposing Baal’s weaknesses, and the foolishness of the prophets of Baal.  Baal is supposed to be a god, but in some ways he is just like people.  As people are so often unreliable, it now looks as though their idol Baal can also be rather unreliable.  If he’s unreliable just when they need him, he’s not really what they need, is he?  His prophets were now making fools of themselves in front of the whole nation.  
6it was time to do the evening offering:  It was the custom of the Israelites to offer a sacrifice and to worship God every day.  They would do this first thing in the morning, and then again in the evening, at breakfast time and at supper time.

18.30-35  ELIJAH PREPARES THE LORD’S ALTAR
Then Elijah called to all the people:  Come closer to me!  So the people all moved nearer to him.  Then Elijah repaired 1the altar of the Lord that had been broken down.
2He took twelve stones, the same number as the twelve tribes formed from the sons of Jacob.  That is what the word of the Lord had said about the nation.  Long ago the Lord had announced:  3Your name shall be Israel.
Elijah built the stones into an altar in the name of the Lord.  Then Elijah dug a small trench around the altar 4that could hold a few buckets of water.
He laid out the wood on the altar and cut the meat of the bull into pieces, and put them on the wood.
Then Elijah said:  Fill four buckets of water and pour it on the offering and the wood.  Then he said:  Do it again!  So they did it again.  He said:  Do it a third time!  So they did it a third time.  They had now poured twelve buckets of water over the altar.

The water flowed around the altar, and it filled the trench.  It would now not be possible to start a fire with that soaked wood on such a wet altar.
1the altar of the Lord:  This was a place where the people of Israel had gathered to worship the Lord.  It was like a church or a synagogue to them.  But since Ba’al worship had become popular, this altar was closed down.  It was broken down.  It was no longer used for worship.  

Elijah had wanted the people to come closer to him so that they could see more clearly what he was up to.  The prophets of Baal had not wanted the people to come closer.  
2He took twelve stones:  When Solomon’s son, King Rehoboam [ree’a-boh-im] took over the kingdom of Israel from his father, he was the king of all Israel’s twelve tribes for just a few days, and he was the last king of all Israel.  The first king was Saul, the second king was David, the third was Solomon and the fourth and last king of the twelve tribes of Israel was Rehoboam.  A few days after he took over, the ten tribes to the north rebelled.  They broke away from the powerful tribe of Judah, and from the capital of Jerusalem, and from the Lord’s temple in Jerusalem.  They chose as their king Jeroboam [jer-a-boh-im], who had been a rebel hiding in Egypt when Solomon was king.  When Solomon died, Jeroboam came back to Israel and became the leader of the rebellion of the ten tribes against the new king Rehoboam.  Jeroboam became the first king of Northern Israel.  Israel and Judah never became one country again.  That had happened over 50 years before Ahab became king.  
Although the nation of Israel ignored God, God sent them an exceptionally holy prophet, the great prophet Elijah, who was known as the father of Israel.  Elijah grew up among those ten tribes and his work for God was among them.  When Elijah took twelve stones to build the altar for the Lord, he was showing all the people that the Lord was God of all twelve tribes together, the ten tribes to the north, as well as Judah and the Levites to the south.  The nation really was, and should be, twelve tribes, not just ten.  
We learn from this that even when Christians decide to argue and split up into different groups that dislike and fight one another, God is never divided.  He remains the Lord of all Christians.  When Christians go wrong God will punish them, but he will not easily give up on them as other Christians do.  
3Your name shall be Israel:  When we give a child a name, we usually use a name we like or a name of someone in the family or even a friend.  The Israelites liked to give their children names that had a link with God.  That is why there is so much “El” or “Yah” or “Iah” [pronounced Yah] in their names.  El means God, and Yah or Iah is short for Yahweh, which means The Lord.  

When Jacob was born he was given the name Jacob which means clever or sly or cunning.  It actually means someone who is a trapper, who sets clever traps as a skilled hunter.  Later on it turned out that he could even trap people with his sly cunning.  But then he found God.  He formed a friendship of trust with God.  He promised to be loyal to God, and to show his loyalty by giving to God a tenth, or tithe, of everything he earned by his abilities and cleverness.  So God decided to change his name.  God called him Israel [iss-rah-el].  His twelve sons became Israelites.  Israel means someone who stands up for God or fights for God.  Israel was promoted to being a prince or commander for God.  The name meant that God and Israel had a special relationship.  God was precious to Israel, and Israel was precious to God.  
Elijah now reminds the people that they have been called Israel by the Lord.  They are the people God has chosen to give him a good name in this bad world.
4that could hold a couple of buckets of water:  The purpose of the trench around the altar was to make sure that, when they poured water on top of the altar, it did not just run away into the ground.  The water would stay by the altar.  Both the top of the altar and the bottom of it would be very wet.

18.36-40  GOD PROVES ELIJAH RIGHT
When it was time for the evening offering the prophet Elijah stepped back from the altar, and prayed:  Lord God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel, today let it be known that you are God among the people of Israel, and that I am your servant.  Show them that 1it’s at your command that I have done all these things.
Answer me, Lord!  Please answer me so that these people will know that you are the Lord God.  2I ask that it be you yourself who turned their heart back to you.
Then the fire of the Lord fell down from the sky.  It burnt up the sacrifice and the wood and the stones and the soil around the altar.  It also boiled and evaporated the water in the trench, leaving it dried out.
When all the people saw it they fell down with their faces to the ground.  Then they said:  3Yes, the Lord IS God!  It’s true: THE LORD is God!

Elijah ordered them:  Arrest the prophets of Baal!  Don’t let a single one of them get away!
So they arrested them, and Elijah took them down to the river in the valley that flows into the sea.  4There he put them to death.
1it’s at your command that I have done all these things:  This shows us clearly that a prophet did not just decide what to do in order to prove God or explain God to people.  A true prophet did what God told him to do.  
2I ask that it be you yourself who turned their heart back to you:  This was an important part of Elijah’s prayer.  He realised that nobody would be able to change the people’s attitude.  Only God himself could possibly do that.  

3Yes, the Lord IS God:  Once idolatry got hold of the people of Israel, they lost confidence in the Lord God.  When people don’t have faith in God, they do not fear him.  What that means is that they obey him only when it suits them.  They disobey him when they think they might get away with it.  They fail to stand up for him and honour him.  They give in to people who ignore God or argue about him.  They go along with the strongest personalities and the crowd, who reject or oppose the Lord.  The result, of course, is that God will punish all who disobey and insult him, in his own way and in his own time.
The Israelites had allowed Baal to get a hold in the country.  Baal worship was determined to drive out worship of the Lord.  The nation suffered as a result when God sent this serious drought.  But now God showed everyone, very clearly, that Baal was NOT God, but that the Lord IS God.  The people had no option but to admit and accept that this was true.

We have two basic responsibilities as Christians:  
The first is to be faithful to Christ and to God.  
The second is to stand up for the Lord.  
It is when we do this that we, and others, get God’s support and blessing.  The way we stand up for the Lord is to do what’s right, whatever others do or don’t do.  
We also stand up for the Lord by telling people the truth about God.  Where people want to listen to us, this is a great privilege and even an exciting pleasure.  Where people don’t want to listen to us, we have to wait for God to speak to them in some special way.  We depend on God to change their mind for them.  This is what happened when Elijah challenged the prophets of Baal in front of the king and the people.
4There he put them to death:  By the year 2000 AD many countries in the world had decided to do away with the death penalty.  Even if people deliberately murdered others in a cruel way, they would not be put to death themselves.  There were many people who opposed the death penalty for any reason, whatever a criminal did.  Even many Christians were against executing anyone who killed someone else, or even killed a group of people.  They are against this punishment even for the most horrible and cruel crimes against innocent people.  They use many arguments.  The main one was the great danger of executing someone who would later be found to have been not guilty, or even innocent.  When the law finds out, too late, that someone did not actually do what he was found guilty of, that is an awful miscarriage of justice.  It is terribly unfair!  And, of course, human courts CAN make mistakes.  They often do!
For these reasons Christians find some parts of the Bible difficult to understand or even accept.  Many Christians do not like the fact that the prophet Elijah put to death 450 men who were prophets of Baal.  To them passages like this sound old fashioned, primitive, barbaric and cruel.  Christians find these events in the Bible very unchristian.  For some it is a big problem in their understanding of the Bible and Christianity.  They cannot tie it up with a God of love, and with what Jesus said when he told us to love our enemies.

The truth is that Elijah did not do the wrong thing.  If he had done something wrong or bad the Bible would have criticised him.  The Baal prophets had done a tremendous amount of harm to the nation of Northern Israel.  They had killed many prophets of the Lord.  Many people also had lost their lives.  God had become angry with the whole nation.  In fact, in a little over a hundred years Israel would be headed for total destruction as a nation and as a civilization.  It would be ruined and wiped out.  It would never recover.  It would be conquered by the cruellest empire the world has ever known.  Their great-grandchildren would suffer terribly.  This terrible tragedy would happen because the people turned to idols and therefore turned away from God.  If Elijah had not done what he had, the end would have come even sooner.  
In the time of Ahab’s sons, the government of Israel was destroyed in a coup [koo].  The new ruler, Jehu [jee-hoo], then cunningly invited all Baal’s prophets to a special party in their honour.  When he got them all together in a great hall he locked it.  He had them trapped, and he put them to death, every single one of them.  So, all those that survived Elijah’s killings would be killed off some years later by Jehu.  That was in the time of the next prophet Elisha [e’ligh-sha].  Jehu would wipe out Ahab’s son’s government because it was God’s will.  God was trying to stop the rot and the harm that the worship of Ba’al was causing to the nation he had chosen to be his people.
God could see into the future.  He knew the damage that Baal worship was going to cause the nation.  Unfortunately, people cannot see into the future.  They do not realise what is going to happen, and what harm is going to come upon people.  Only God can see into the future, and only God properly knows what is wrong and what is right.  God alone knows what will save a country or people.  And God alone knows what will ruin or destroy them.  So, it is God who must set the rules, not us.
There is something else that we need to learn and understand.  Why was the Bible written?  Why did God send prophets like Elijah?  Why did God perform miracles?  Why did God punish people?  Why did God even kill people, or have them killed, or let them be killed, or let them die?  Why?  It was to teach us all a very important and vital lesson.  All of us are going to die.  When we do, we have to face God and tell the truth.  And the whole truth will come out.  Then God will decide whether we live or die, whether we go to heaven or to hell.  Unfortunately, this is something people just don’t think about or worry about.  Even when God sends prophets or ministers or Christians to remind people of this, they do not listen.  So, to get us to listen and think, God does something about it.  He acts: he helps people who need help.  He supports people who listen to him.  And he deals with people who ignore him or disobey him.  He does that so that we can see and learn what we are going to face when we die and have to meet him.  
There IS such a lovely place as heaven.  And there is such a terrible place as hell!  God has promised us that there is lots of space in heaven for anyone who wants to go there.  He has also warned us that there are lots of people in hell.  They are there because they were bad, and they never listened to the truth, to what is right, to what God said.  People in hell are all going to die.  They will be punished severely and they will perish!  They shall die permanently, forever!  They will never, never ever, get another chance!
So, when Elijah had all those false prophets of Baal put to death it was a very serious warning to everyone else, as well as a serious warning to US.  If we take this warning seriously, we can save our lives.  Those worshipers of Baal had to die in order to save other people’s lives, including ours.  
By encouraging everyone not to listen to God, but to listen to their false and sinful ideas, they ruined people.  God will not put up with that!  He does not want people’s lives destroyed.

We use the same idea or principle in our countries:  We punish someone for doing one wrong thing, to stop him or her doing more wrong things.  We put a thief in jail to get other people to think twice before just stealing what they want.  When we fail to put thieves in jail, lots more people will begin stealing.  Stealing does a lot of harm to people who lose what belongs to them.  We also expose and shame someone for telling a lie so that others will realise that lying is bad for them.  It is right to fight what is wrong.  In any fight against crime people can be hurt.  In a war people will be killed.  Crime goes on all the time.  Wars keep breaking out somewhere in the world.
Of course, no one should ever be put to death unless it is 100% sure that he really and fully deserves it.  If there is any doubt whatsoever, some other punishment must be used.  In this case what the prophets of Baal had done was known to everyone.  What they now did at their altar was in front of all the people.  There was not the slightest doubt about the obvious fact that they were opposed to God.  They were clearly the main cause of the drought that had done so much harm to so many people in Israel.  The widow at Zarephat [tsah-r’fat] and her son nearly died of starvation.  They were saved in the nick of time.  Many other poor people and their children did die.  That was the result of these false prophets turning the nation away from the Lord.  
God used Elijah to teach everyone, for all time, a vital lesson that will save our lives.
18.41-46  GOD SENDS RAIN

Elijah said to Ahab:  You may go and celebrate, because thunder and heavy rain is on its way!  
So Ahab left to go and celebrate, but Elijah climbed to the top of the Carmel ridge.  He went to pray.  1He crouched down with his face between his knees.
He said to his assistant:  Please go and look out to sea.  So he went away and took a look.  He reported back:  No, there isn’t anything.  But Elijah said:  Go back again!  2He said this seven times.  
On the seventh time his assistant reported excitedly:  Look!  A small dark cloud that looks like a man’s hand has come up from the sea.  So Elijah said:  Off you go and say to Ahab:  Get your horses harnessed to your chariot and get yourself home!  Hurry, so that the rain doesn’t stop you!
While Ahab was leaving the skies grew dark and threatening with clouds and wind, and a heavy rain came.  Ahab rode off and 3went to Jezreel.
Then the Lord provided Elijah with superhuman power.  He tucked up his cloak in his belt and 4ran ahead of Ahab until as far as Jezreel.
1He crouched down with his face between his knees:  The basic idea of prayer is to show respect for God.  In ancient culture the way to show the highest respect was to bow down right to the ground, with their faces to the ground.  Here Elijah is showing God the highest possible respect that he is capable of.

2He said this seven times:  A very important thing about praying is that we do not give up praying.  The sign that we really do trust God is that we don’t give up praying to him.  God usually does not answer prayers immediately.  This is not because he is too busy, or needs time to think about what he should do.  He is not like us.  He does not drag his feet or delay doing what he should do.  
God takes time because he is patient, because he does things properly and well, and because he is working with human beings.  During this time Elijah would have done quite a lot of praying.  He had a lot to thank God for.  He also knew that although fire from heaven was a miracle, what would impress the nation most would be the rain they needed at this time.  Fire proved that God was true.  Rain would prove that God was good, and that is what the people needed most.  Elijah was praying desperately for rain.  He prayed over and over for the Lord to send rain NOW!  
In the Hebrew culture the number seven also had a special meaning.  Seven meant that the rain had to be an act of God.  Elijah was asking God to send the rain in such a way that people would know for sure, not just that it rained, but that the rain had clearly come from God.  
Seven, in Hebrew, was a sign of God the Creator who made the world in seven days.  Seven was meant to say to us that the rain that came to Israel was a natural benefit that had come from the Lord, our Creator.
3went to Jezreel:  The town of Jezreel was on the other side of the great valley that runs next to Mount Carmel.  The town is about 25 kilometres from the Jordan River, with a wonderful view eastward down the valley to the Jordan.  That was where Ahab and Jezebel’s palace was.  Ahab had to drive his chariot from the west end of the great valley, where the port town of Haifa is today.  The distance from somewhere not far from modern Haifa to ancient Jezreel was about 50 kilometres or 30 miles.  Ahab had to ride along much of that valley from west to east with the wind and the rain coming from behind him.  Ahab got a good start, but the rain would have travelled faster than his chariot, and would have been slowly catching him up.  

4ran ahead of Ahab:  Elijah would probably have had to run about 30 kilometres (roughly 20 miles) in front of galloping horses.  That would have been an astonishing achievement, the sort of thing that could go down in the Guinness Book of Records.  Although God gave him special power to do that it does seem that he was not an old man at that stage.  It is possible that he was about the same sort of age as John the Baptist would have been which was over 800 years later.  In other words, Elijah could then have been about the same age as Jesus would be when he was working as the Messiah.  Elijah was a strong and fit young man.  The same would be true of John and Jesus.
Chapter 19

19.1-2  JEZEBEL THREATENS ELIJAH
Ahab explained to Jezebel all that Elijah had done.  He told her how he had put to death all the prophets by putting them to the sword.
So Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah.  She told him:  1I promise you, by God, that I will not fail to get you for this!  By this time tomorrow I shall see to it that your life also comes to an end like one of theirs.
1I promise you, by God:  The Hebrews had their own peculiar way of threatening someone.  They used this fairly popular saying:  May God do something even worse to me if I don’t get you for this.  In other words, they took an oath when they got really angry.  They swore that God should punish them even more severely if they did not punish someone they were angry with.  Elijah knew that to be threatened like that by Queen Jezebel was to receive a death sentence.  She meant what she said, and she had the power to do it.
19.3-4  ELIJAH RUNS AWAY
Elijah got to know about this, so he quickly left for he knew that his life was in danger.  He went to 1Beer Sheba [b’er-shee-ba] which is in the far south of Judah.  There he left his servant behind.
From there he went southwards into the Sinai Desert.  He travelled a whole day and at last settled under 2a solitary bush.  3Elijah was very depressed.  He prayed that God would take his life.  He wanted to die.  He said:  I’ve had enough now, Lord!  Take my life, for 4I am no better than my fore-fathers.
1Beer Sheba [beer-shee-ba] which is in southern Judah:  In Hebrew Be’er Sheba is pronounced b’er-sh’va.  It means the well [b’er] of seven or the well of promise.  From Jezreel to Be’er Sheba was about 100 miles or 150 kilometres, that is, if Elijah could have flown in a plane or helicopter.  You can add many miles to that distance.  Elijah had to walk, and the country is very mountainous.  The important thing is that he got clean out of Israel, and even right across the southern kingdom of Judah.  Jezebel could not reach him there.
In the good old days of King David Israel was referred to as the land from Dan to Be’ersheba.  Dan was in the far north, up near Mount Hermon, while Be’ersheva was in the far south, at the top end of the Sinai Desert, level with the bottom of the Dead Sea.  Be’ersheva is in the desert, but water was found deep down in a well.  The well was over ten metres deep and had to cut through something like five metres of solid rock.  There were other wells there too.
Over a thousand years before Elijah’s time Abraham had lived at B’er Sh’va.  Abraham had walked from Be’er Sh’va to what would later be Mount Zion and Jerusalem, to offer up his son Isaac to God.  That would have been a distance of about 100 kilometres.  Hebron is roughly half way between Be’er Sh’va and Jerusalem.  Isaac had also lived at Be’er Sh’va when Jacob had fled from Esau and gone to the far north of Syria, a distance of over 1,000 kilometres.  
2a solitary bush:  This bush was called a broom bush.  It was quite popular in the south of Judah.  It is a bit taller than a man.  Broom bushes usually grew in wadis [wa-dees].  Wadis were empty stream beds.  After the winter, when the snow melted on the mountains, the wadis would be flooded.  But in the summer and autumn they were absolutely dry.  But one single seed had managed to get into the desert and had been able to grow there.  So it was a very lonely plant.  That was just how Elijah felt.
3Elijah was very depressed:  People who work for God can get depressed at times.  They can even get very depressed.  This is because God’s work can sometimes be very hard and sometimes very disappointing.  Christians can also get depressed, or even very depressed.  That’s because life can be hard and discouraging.  Sometimes it can get awful.  

The thing to do when life gets bad is to pray.  Pray, and tell God all about it.  Tell him how you feel.  Tell him openly exactly how you feel.  

But never blame God or criticize him.  This is because he never does anything wrong.  It was Queen Jezebel and King Ahab who caused Elijah’s depression, not God.  Never give up on God.
Praying is the last thing left for us to do when we run out of strength and hope, and when we lose the will to go on.  God hears all prayer, especially when it’s desperate.

4I am no better than my fore-fathers:  When we are young, we like to think that we can change things that are wrong in the world.  We feel that we can do better and make things better.  It takes quite a long time, and a lot of disappointments, for us to learn that there will always be trouble and suffering in the world.  
Elijah knew that the nation of Israel was in a mess.  He knew why this was so.  It was because the people had stopped believing in God and were making up their own religion to suit themselves.  He hoped that he could do something about it.  Even though he had been exceptionally successful on Mount Carmel, he knew that Jezebel had not changed.  And if she did not change, then things would continue to go wrong.  People would go back to their idolatry before very long.  So nothing had really changed in the long run.  
Even when he had God’s support there would still be problems.  Even though the people had got interested in the Lord, their support for God and for Elijah would not last very long.  Prophets before him had not been able to change the nation.  Nor could he, and it was all very depressing.  
In fact, when one gets very excited, or very successful, disappointment is then much harder to take.  The more excited one gets about good news today, the more depressed one will get about bad news tomorrow.  But that is what happens in life.
19.5-8  ELIJAH’S GREAT JOURNEY
Elijah lay down exhausted and fell fast asleep under that lone broom bush.  Then he got a surprise: 1an angel came and woke him up.  He said to Elijah:  Come on!  Get up and eat.
He looked around and discovered near his head a round loaf of bread baked on heated stones.  There was also a jug of water.  So he ate and drank, and went back and lay down.
The angel of the Lord also came back a second time and shook him awake and said:  Get up and eat, because 2you’ve got a very long journey ahead of you.
Elijah wasted no time.  He got up and ate and drank.  That food gave him the strength to travel for 3forty whole days, until he got to 4the mountain of God, Mount Horeb.
1an angel came and woke him up:  Elijah needed sleep.  He had been through terrific excitement, then horrible disappointment, and then a long hard journey of about 200 kilometres, walking.  When the body has to go through these kinds of stresses it badly needs a good sleep to recover, for both the body and the brain.  Normally we all need 7 or 8 hours sleep a day, in other words, a third of the 24-hour day.  When you are young you need even longer, an extra hour or so.  This seems to be a long time, but it is the secret of doing well in the other two thirds of the day.  When we are especially tired or stressed, we also need longer sleep.  
But one of the problems we have with depression is that we want to use sleep to hide away from everything.  The temptation is to use sleep, or dozing, to escape from the things that worry us or get us down.  The angel made sure that Elijah got a good sleep, but then also made sure that he had his breakfast.  After that he was allowed to go back to sleep again.  Sleep is the best way to get strength for our body and our mind.  Elijah was given a good rest by God.  Rest is a vital part of doing well in life.  We need rest the same way that we need food.  We eat to get energy for body and brain.  We also sleep to get energy for body and brain.  
The normal way to live a day is to spend one third sleeping, one third working and one third doing the other things that need doing and that we want to do.

2you’ve got a very long journey ahead of you:  What the angel said shows us that Elijah was not just running away.  God was helping him to get away.  For Elijah to get away at this time was as important as taking on the false prophets of Ba’al had been.  
There is a time to face up to problems and tackle them and stand up to people who are doing wrong.  But there is also a time to get away and have time to think and to pray and to listen to God.  Both are equally important.  When one is depressed, it is a good sign that one needs to have a break in order to recover.  People who do not think it necessary to spend some time away from problems and pressures will find that life gets too much for them.  This is one of the important signs in life that we need God.  We need to listen to him, and we need to talk to him.
3forty whole days:  The Hebrew way of saying 40 whole days was to say forty days and forty nights.  There was something rather special about this journey.  To get from Beersheba to Mount Horeb would normally take about two weeks, that is, fourteen days instead of forty.  Therefore what matters is not the distance but the time.  Elijah must have spent a lot of time with the Lord as he travelled slowly south through the Sinai Desert.  He had rushed to get from Jezreel to Be’er Sh’va.  He took his time to get from Beersheba to Mt Horeb.
The saying of “40 days and 40 nights” crops up a number of times in the Bible:
- It rained for 40 days, hard, without stopping, when Noah was in the ark.  The total flood that resulted lasted 150 days.
- Moses was on Mount Sinai for 40 days.  During that time he did not eat or drink anything.  That was when he received the Ten Commandments from the Lord, which were written on stone by God’s finger.  Then, because the nation was sinning, Moses pleaded with the Lord not to destroy them, but to have mercy.
- It took the twelve spies that Moses sent 40 days to explore the Promised Land, after the exodus from Egypt.  But ten of the spies put all the people off trusting God to help them conquer the Promised Land.  So they rebelled.  The result was that they had to spend 40 years as shepherds in the Sinai Desert, one year for every day the spies had explored Canaan. 
- Goliath, the giant Philistine, challenged the Israelites for 40 days to find a man who could fight him.  After 40 days David came on the scene and immediately accepted the giant’s rude challenge.
- Then we have Elijah’s journey of 40 days in the Sinai Desert, to go back to where Moses met God on the mountain.  Neither Moses nor Elijah ate for 40 days, and nor did Jesus when he was tempted by the devil in the wilderness.  Moses was 600 years before Elijah, and Jesus was 800 years after Elijah.
- The prophet Jonah warned the capital city of Nineveh that God would destroy it in 40 days if it did not repent of its sins.  It did repent, and was spared.  But it slipped back into sin and was destroyed a bit before 600 BC.  Nineveh was on the Tigris River, over a thousand kilometres away from Israel.  Elijah served the Lord before 800 BC.  It looks as though Jonah came later than Elijah, but we are not sure when Jonah lived.

- JESUS, after he was baptised by John the Baptist, was taken to the wilderness by the Holy Spirit.  There he did not eat for 40 days, and was tempted by the devil.  He did not give in to the temptations even though he was very hungry.  We are told this by Matthew, Mark and Luke.
- JESUS, after he rose from the dead, spent 40 days with his disciples before he returned to heaven.  He spent that time teaching his disciples about the Kingdom of God.
We see that whenever 40 days and 40 nights is mentioned in the Bible, something very important happens.  The way to understand 40 days and 40 nights is that it means, to us, the whole time of forty days.  Three days and three nights to us would mean the day after tomorrow.

Forty days means that what Elijah was doing now was also very important.  He was not just running away from danger.  He was going to have an important interview with the Lord.  So far he had done a very good work for God.  Now he was going to meet God.  He was going from the centre of fighting for the Lord to the headquarters of the Lord.  He was going from the classroom to the principal’s office.  God wanted to have a special meeting with him.  God wanted to talk with Elijah.
4the mountain of God, Mount Horeb [haw-reb] :  Mount Horeb is pronounced Haw-rev in Hebrew.  The word means desert and deserted.  Nothing grows there so nothing lives there.  It is the same place as Mount Sinai.  It seems that Mount Sinai is the peak at the top, while Mount Horeb is the whole mountain.  It lies in the south of the Sinai Desert, somewhere between the two northern arms of the Red Sea.  We don’t know exactly where it was, but we do know that it was a very lonely place.
19.9-10  ELIJAH’S PROBLEM
Elijah went to the cave he found there, and spent the night.  Then God spoke to him.  God said:  What do you want here, Elijah?

Elijah explained his problem to the Lord.  He said:  I have been so keen to serve 1the Lord God who is supremely powerful.  I have done this because the people of Israel have turned their backs on you.  They have rejected 2your covenant.  They have broken down 3the altars used to worship you.  They have killed your prophets with swords.  I’m the only one left!  I’m all alone, and 4they are looking for me to take my life too.
1the Lord God who is supremely powerful:  The Hebrew way of saying this is “The Lord of hosts.”  The word hosts basically means a huge number.  This is talking about the great army in heaven which is much more powerful than any army in the world.  What this really means is that God is stronger than any nation on earth.  God is sovereign.  He is the king of all the kings.  He is commander of the whole earth and the whole universe and the whole of history and the whole of eternity.  He is the highest and most powerful of all rulers.  

He alone is sovereign!  
2your covenant:  The word “covenant” is not a word that we use much nowadays, so people do not really understand what a covenant is.  The best idea we have of a covenant is a wedding.  A man and a woman promise to live together for life.  They need to make this promise because they are so different.  They make the promise because living together is not easy.  They want to live together, but it is going to be difficult at times.  A man is not the same as a woman, and a woman is not the same as a man.  They make this promise because they are meant to live together for the rest of their lives.  
The promise also means no other serious girl-friend for the husband, and no other serious boy-friend for the wife.  They belong to each other and must be faithful to each other for the rest of their lives.  When they make this promise they have a special ceremony, a wedding with their families and friends.  Then they celebrate it with a special meal and party.  Then everyone knows that they are married.  That is exactly what a covenant is.
Another meaning of the word covenant is “a deal.”  That is when two people make an agreement.  I shall do something for you, if you will do something for me.  Or, to make something work I will do one thing, and you will also do another thing.  If we work together to help each other, then we have a deal.  I keep my side of the promise, and you keep your side of the promise.  It won’t work without my contribution, and it won’t work without your contribution.  We are partners.  I want you and need you, and you want me and need me.  You can see that a marriage is also a deal between a man and a woman.
The religious life of Israel began when God made a covenant with Abraham.  The deal was that God would look after Abraham, and Abraham would worship and obey God.  God then made another covenant with Israel after the exodus, at Mount Sinai.  God promised to look after the whole nation of Israel on condition that Israel worshiped and obeyed God.  This meant that the nation would not allow anyone in Israel to get interested in other gods that all the other nations worshiped.  If anyone wanted to join Israel, they were welcome, as long as they became faithful to the covenant between God and Israel.

3the altars used to worship:  In those days all people worshiped in a way that was different from the way we now worship.  We go to church.  They held a big celebration.  It was rather like the way we celebrate an anniversary or a birthday or a win at sport.  We have a party.  The whole idea is to have a happy time together.  An important part of it would be to enjoy a good meal.  Another important part was for someone to make a good speech in order to strengthen our feelings for one another.  A good party could also include a prayer, to thank God and to ask God’s favour and blessing on the people.

The altar was built of stones.  On it they made a fire and roasted the meat.  A priest would read from the Bible, say a prayer, tell the people something about God, and remind them of the right way to live.  They would all sing some song praising the Lord their God.  Then they would eat together and have a good time together.
What Elijah is complaining about is that the Israelites themselves had given up worshiping God, and had stopped using his altars.  In time they had even broken the altars used for worship, to use the stones for other things.  In modern times people have also stopped going to church.  Some churches are no longer used, and some are now used for other purposes than worshiping God.
4they are looking for me to take my life too:  Elijah was not scared of being killed.  What he was afraid of was that if they killed him there would be no one left to stand up for God.  God would be forgotten, and the nation would go to ruin.  To prevent such a disaster Elijah desperately needed the Lord’s support.  There are some things in life that are more important than saving one’s own skin, or even one’s own life.  Standing up for God is one of them.
19.11-13a  ELIJAH MEETS GOD
The Lord said to Elijah:  Go and stand in the mountain, with the Lord.  Then watch, for the Lord will be passing by.  Suddenly a tremendously powerful wind was tearing chunks from the mountain, causing landslides.  It was even shattering rocks and causing cliff faces to crumble.  This power was coming from the Lord.  However, the Lord was not in that wind.  After the wind there was an earthquake.  Yet the Lord was not in the earthquake.  
Then after the earthquake there was a fire.  The Lord was not in the fire either.  Then after the fire there was the sound of a voice calling out.  It was a quiet voice, a light and gentle voice.
When Elijah heard it 1he wrapped his cloak tightly around his face.  Then he went out and stood at the entrance of the cave.
What the Lord was doing was giving Elijah a lesson.  The wind showed how powerful the Lord could be.  The earthquake showed how frightening the Lord could be.  The fire showed how the Lord could destroy anything.  But this is not what he wants to do.  God does not want to use force to get people to obey him.  Instead, God wants to call people.  He wants to talk to them quietly and gently and reasonably.  The Lord wants us to listen to him.  The fact that God wants to talk to us also means that he is willing to listen to us.
1he wrapped his cloak tightly around his face:  In ancient times the highest form of respect was to bow in front of the person one respected.  The idea of bowing was that he, or she, could look at you without you looking at him or her.  Before really important people, like kings or queens, people used to bow right down to the ground, with their faces on the ground.  If they were really frightened, and wanted to show lots of respect, they would stay like that for a long time, or until told to stand up.  Elijah’s way of showing respect to the Lord was to use his cloak to close his eyes and hide his face.

19.13b-18  GOD GIVES ELIJAH ORDERS
Then a voice came to him, which said:  What are you here for Elijah?  What’s your problem?
1Elijah replied:  Sir, I have been so keen to serve the Lord God who is supremely powerful.  I have done this because the people of Israel have turned their backs on you.  They have rejected your covenant.  They have broken down the altars used to worship you.  They have killed your prophets with swords.  I’m the only one left!  I’m all alone, and they are looking for me to take my life too.

The Lord said to him:  Alright, I want you to 2go and do something for me.  Go back on your way to 3the remote countryside of Damascus [d’mas-kis] .  When you get there you must 4anoint Hazael [ch’za-el, ch as in loch] to be the next king of Syria.
Then 5you must anoint Jehu as king over Israel.  Thirdly, 6you must anoint Elisha to take over as prophet from you.
If any of these idol worshipers escape the sword of Hazael, Jehu [jee-hoo] will kill them.  If any escape the sword of Jehu, 7Elisha will kill them.
By the way, 8I have kept seven thousand people in Israel faithful to me.  All of them have not accepted 9Ba’al’s authority, nor have they shown any sign that they love him.
1Elijah replied:  Elijah now says the same thing that he said to God before God sent the wind, the earthquake and the fire.  In Hebrew he uses exactly the same words, word for word.  He repeats his problem because to him it is so urgent.  The nation needs God, but God’s enemies have destroyed the worship of God and also the prophets who urge the people to worship God.  If God does not do something, and they manage to kill Elijah, all hope for the nation is lost.  No one will stand up for God or remember God anymore.  Although the Lord explained that he preferred to work with his people in a quiet way, Elijah is still convinced that something urgent must be done.
2go:  The Lord agrees with Elijah that something must be done about the situation.  So he is to go back through the desert, but take the trade route towards Damascus, instead of to Israel.  Damascus was the capital of Syria.  It still is in modern times.  It is a very ancient city.  But in those days Syria was Israel’s greatest enemy.  There was constant fighting and on-going wars between the two countries.  Syria was more powerful than either Israel or Judah.  Syria was the country that dominated Palestine and Canaan.  In Hebrew Syria was called Aram [ah-rum, in Hebrew].  The Syrian language was Aramaic [a-ra-may-ik, in English] .  Aramaic was spoken in Assyria, in Babylon, and in Israel.  Jesus’ home language was Aramaic.  A small part of the Bible was written in Aramaic.  
These short sections are found in the books of Daniel and Ezra, which are connected with the Jewish exile in Babylon.
Elijah now had to go to Syria on a special mission for God.
3the remote countryside of Damascus:  The Hebrew word for “a desert” can have two meanings.  First, it can mean a sandy desert like the Sinai.  Hardly anything grows there.  Nobody lives there.  Camels travel through.  That’s about all.  But the second meaning of the word desert is a place where there is some grazing for sheep and goats, or even cattle and donkeys.  There is no farming of crops there because there is too little rain and water.  That is where shepherds take their flocks, moving them from one place to another in search of grazing and water.  There is so little grass and water that they have to keep moving around.  People don’t actually live there, so the countryside is very remote or empty.  There are no villages there.
That was where Elijah was to go, to meet an important man who worked as an official of the king of Syria.  His name was Hazael.  God would organise that Elijah would be able to meet Hazael in secret in the desert of Damascus.
4anoint Hazael [ch’za-el, ch as in loch]:  When someone was anointed with oil by a prophet or a priest it meant that he was appointed by God.  The people must accept his appointment and his authority.  The word for “anoint” in Hebrew is a word we all know quite well: it is “Messiah.”  Messiah means a person anointed by God.  In Hebrew they say that to anoint someone is to messiah someone.  That gives him responsibility and authority.  A king or a priest has been anointed as a messiah and thus becomes the people’s leader or bishop, with God’s approval and support.  The Lord told Elijah to go and anoint Hazael, a senior official of the king.  The name Chazael, or Hazael, means ‘God (El) sees.’  
Hazael was a young man, yet very close to the king.  In the time of the next prophet, Elisha, Hazael would become king of Syria.  This was just before the year 840 BC.  He was to rule until he died, just before 800 BC.  He ruled for over 60 years, and became the most powerful king of Syria.  Hazael came to power by murdering the king of Syria.  The king was ill and in bed, and Hazael pressed a damp cloth on his face to stop his breathing.  

Archaeologists have found some information about King Hazael.  They found an ancient piece of ivory, over 2500 years old, with King Hazael’s name on it.  Assyria threatened war against Syria for a number of years while Hazael was king.  The archaeologists also found an Assyrian record that called Hazael “the son of a nobody.”  Records also show that the Assyrians knew that Hazael had become king simply by killing the king before him.  
But King Hazael managed to survive, and eventually the Assyrians left him alone for about 30 years.  During that time he attacked Israel and then Judah, and caused them a lot of damage and a lot of suffering.  He was especially angry with King Jehu of Israel.  When the Assyrians threatened Syria and Israel, Hazael was willing to fight them.  He asked King Jehu to join him in standing up to the Assyrians, but Jehu decided to give in to them instead.  Jehu paid the Assyrians a lot of tribute money to leave Israel alone.  That, of course, then meant that Syria had to face Assyria alone.  Hazael was very cruel, especially to the women and children.
King Hazael of Syria died in 800 BC, and the Assyrians eventually conquered Syria and Damascus about 70 years later, just before 730 BC.  They went on to conquer and destroy Northern Israel completely ten years later, just before 720 BC.  From then on, for the rest of Old Testament history, the kingdom of Judah was on its own, until it too was conquered by the Babylonians just after 600 BC.  That was when Nebuchadnezzar was king of Babylon.
God answered the prayer that Elijah prayed twice, using exactly the same words.  The first step would be to get Hazael to become king of Syria.  Hazael would become king about ten years later, when Elisha [eeligh-sha] took over from Elijah [eeligh-ja] as God’s prophet.  Hazael would be the man that God used to punish Israel for its idolatry and disobedience and violence against God’s prophets and people.  Hazael conquered the whole territory of Israel to the east of the Jordan River.  That was the territory of the eastern half tribe of Manasseh, and the territory of the tribe of Gad to the south of it.  Hazael was also able to order Israel to reduce the strength of their army, and to demand that Israel pay him taxes or tribute monies every year.  King Hazael of Syria made life very difficult and harsh for Israel for many years.  This was because the people of Israel disobeyed God and worshiped idols to suit themselves.  That is what Elijah was complaining about.
The second step would be to get General Jehu to become king of Israel.
5you must anoint Jehu as king over Israel:  Israel’s king was Ahab.  He had been ruling for nearly twenty years, and would have about another two to go.  Then his son would take over.  His son lasted only about a year or so.  Then his younger brother took over from him.  At about that time Elijah went up to heaven, and the young prophet Elisha took over from him.  Ahab’s younger son would rule for about ten years.  Then General Jehu staged a coup [koo] .  Jehu killed Ahab’s son and his mother, Queen Jezebel.  He also killed the king of Judah, the son of Jehoshaphat, who was visiting Ahab’s son.  Good king Jehoshaphat had died just after 850 BC.  His bad son ruled for less than ten years.  Jehu then took over as king of Israel.  Jehu killed both the king of Israel and the king of Judah.  Both were men who disobeyed God and worshiped idols.
Jehu would rule for about 30 years.  His family dynasty would last longer than any other in Northern Israel’s history.  King Jehu’s dynasty remained in power for about 90 years, before being overthrown by another army general who was not born when General Jehu took over the throne of Israel.
Two big things happened when Jehu became king.  The Assyrians threatened Syria and Israel.  They were a super-power, and an extremely cruel one.  King Hazael of Syria decided to stand up to them, and invited Israel to join him.  Together they could give Assyria a run for its money.  But Jehu was too scared of the Assyrians.  He backed down and agreed to pay the Assyrians tribute money each year to leave him alone.  Archaeologists, before 1850, found the famous Black Obelisk [o-b’lisk] in the king’s palace at Nineveh.  That is a tall stone pillar shaped like a church steeple, thicker at the bottom and thinner at the top.  On it was written some Assyrian triumphs.  The Assyrian king wrote:  “I received tribute from Jehu, son of Omri.”  Of course, his history was not very good, because Jehu was the man who killed Omri’s grandson, and thus destroyed Omri’s dynasty.  Jehu was NOT the son of Omri!  But Omri had been internationally famous in his day, and even the Assyrians knew, and respected, the name Omri.  In any case, the Assyrians simply regarded Jehu as a successor of Omri, which is correct according to the Bible.  Omri of Israel and Hazael of Syria were the two internationally famous names of that era.
The Bible does not make the same sort of mistakes that one sometimes gets in history.  Even archaeologists sometimes make mistakes.  Years later other archaeologists discover those mistakes and correct them.  The same thing happens with historians.  But again and again, when people say that there are mistakes in the Bible, they are proved wrong later on.
The result of what Jehu did was that Syria now had to face the Assyrians alone.  Hazael was furious.  He never forgave Jehu and Israel.  But, unexpectedly, the Assyrians found that they had to face such a big problem that they had to leave Syria and Israel alone.  The Babylonians were starting to create problems for the Assyrians.  The Babylonian capital on the Euphrates River is to the south east of the Assyrian capital Nineveh on the Tigris River.  So the Babylonians were drawing the Assyrian armies off down-river and away to the east of Syria.  King Hazael was now free to bully Israel, and even Judah.  He did this with enthusiasm and determination for many years.  The people of Israel and Judah went through a lot of cruel suffering.
The second big thing that Jehu did when he became king was that he immediately killed off the dynasty of Omri and Ahab.  He also killed the young king of Judah who was also an idol worshiper.  He then gathered all the prophets of Ba’al into a large hall and massacred them all.  Baal worship was actually the worship of nature, and was very sexually immoral.  God would not tolerate it.  Sexual immorality does a lot of harm to people’s characters and behaviour.  What Jehu did was an answer to Elijah’s prayers, although Elijah had gone up to heaven something like ten years before.

6you must anoint Elisha:  After his trip to meet God at Mount Horeb, Elijah did not continue as God’s prophet for long.  He would soon go to heaven.  But he achieved three very important things before he left:  
He let Hazael know that God would one day soon let him become king of Syria.  
He let General Jehu know that God would one day soon let him become king of Israel.  
He let young Elisha know that he would be the next prophet for God after him.  Elisha was going to continue Elijah’s great struggle against idolatry in Israel.  Elijah anointed all three, as the Lord told him to at Mount Horeb.
Elisha was anointed in his twenties, before 850 BC.  He died somewhere about 800 BC.  That was about the same time that King Hazael of Syria died.  Hazael came to visit Elisha about ten years after Elijah anointed him.  As a result of that meeting Hazael decided to kill the king of Syria, who was ill, and take over the kingdom from him.  

There were two other prophets who served God at about the same time as Elisha.  They were Obadiah [oh-b’digh-a] and Joel [joh-el].  Obadiah is the shortest book in the Old Testament.  It is only one chapter.  Two other prophets who were born at roughly the time that Elisha died were Amos [ay-mos] and Jonah [joh-na].
7Elisha will kill them:  God agreed with Elijah that true religion and faith in the Lord was in danger of being wiped out.  People who worshiped Ba’al and other idols would not tolerate those who worshiped the Lord.  If the idolaters were left alone they would wipe out the believers.  God would therefore use Hazael to keep on attacking the Israelites for many years.  God would use Jehu to wipe out the worshipers of Baal.  God would then use the prophet Elisha to continue the great fight against all the many idolaters that would still remain and do Israel a lot of harm.  It was now all-out war between God and those who worshiped the idols that the devil used to attract people away from the Lord.  When the devil fights against God, as he always will, lots of people get hurt, and even killed.
8I have kept seven thousand people in Israel faithful to me:  This will have come as a great surprise to Elijah.  He honestly thought he was the only one left who was serving the Lord.  It also comes as a surprise to us.  The truth is that God is working in far more people than we realise.  We are not as alone as we think we are.  More people respect God than we know about.  More people will also respect us if we stand up for God than we could imagine.
It is even possible that there were more than 7,000 faithful Israelites.  Sometimes Hebrew uses numbers as codes.  We see this especially in the book of Revelation at the end of the Bible.  “Seven” may be a code for the fact that God has done a great job of keeping many people faithful to him, despite the wickedness of Jezebel and Ahab and Ba’al’s popularity.  That code comes from the fact that God took seven days to create a wonderful world out of absolute darkness and wild, dangerous flood waters.  “Thousand” may simply mean many, just as we may say ‘thousands’ or ‘millions’ when we just mean ‘a lot.’  Whatever it means, God made it clear that he has many people who believe in him, even when we think that there are very few.  This is especially true when we are discouraged.
7,000 could mean that God has done a good work in many people.  Or it may simply mean 7,000.  Decide for yourself!

9Ba’al’s authority:  Ba’al doesn’t even exist, so what is his ‘authority?’  The whole idea of Baal was basically to like and worship nature.  So it meant to be natural, just as animals are natural.  But human beings are supposed to behave better than animals do.  We have rules and laws and discipline and manners.  Animals do as they like, if they can.  People also often want to do as they like.  The more people there are who want to do that, the easier it is to go with the crowd and the harder it is to go against the crowd.  What the majority want to do, and like doing, becomes something that pulls hard on us.  A crowd attracts us, and if we won’t go along with them, then people bully and threaten us.  That is the sort of authority Baal had, the power of popular opinion.  So many good Christians have suffered from this over all the ages.
What God wants is that we accept the authority of the Bible, the Word of God.  A true believer is someone who listens to the Lord rather than to what people want or say or think.
The prophet Elijah has written just four verses of the Bible.  He wrote a letter to the king of Judah who was Jehoshaphat’s son.  That king was a very bad man.  He killed all his brothers who were Jehoshaphat’s other sons.  He married King Ahab’s daughter, and turned to worshiping idols.  Elijah sent him a short letter, warning him that he was going to be punished for his evil deeds.  He died a horribly painful death.  That letter is found in 2 Chronicles 21.12-15.
19.19-21  ELIJAH EMPLOYS ELISHA

So Elijah went from Mount Horeb and found Elisha.  Elisha was busy ploughing.  1He had twelve pairs of oxen yoked together, and he was actually ploughing with them himself.  Elijah walked across the ploughed field and 2flung his cloak around him.
Elisha left off ploughing with the ox team and quickly went after Elijah.  Elisha said:  Please allow me now to go and sort things out with my parents and kiss them goodbye.  Then I shall come and follow you.  Elijah answered him:  Yes, go!  Then come back because of what I have done to you.  I have made you my disciple.
So Elisha went back from following Elijah and took the yoke of the ox.  3He slaughtered the ox, and cooked the meat by burning its equipment.  He handed out the meat to the people who were his neighbours, and they ate what he gave them.  Then he left home and followed Elijah and became his assistant.
1He had twelve pairs of oxen:  This gives us the idea that Elisha belonged to quite a wealthy family.  It is therefore quite surprising that instead of just supervising the ploughing, Elisha was actually doing it himself.  In that case these details are telling us that Elisha was a hard working and dedicated young man.

2flung his cloak around him:  This was a sign that the prophet Elijah wanted young Elisha to become his disciple.  Once Elisha was trained, he would one day take over from Elijah when his work was finished.  God was preparing Elisha to be the next prophet, and he would be coached for the work by the great prophet Elijah.
3He slaughtered the ox, and cooked the meat by burning its equipment:  It seems that young Elisha was a dedicated and hard-working farmer.  He now decided to give up farming straight away in order to join Elijah in his work for God.  Elisha slaughtered an ox and cooked it by burning the wooden yoke used for ploughing.  In this way Elisha was showing very clearly that he had finished with farming.  He was now going to work for God.  He would explain this to his parents and sort things out with them.  Then he held a big public farewell party so that everyone knew that he was going away to serve God.  Elisha had completely made up his mind.  He became one of the greatest men in Israel’s history, and did an amazing amount of good over the next 50 years.
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