TEXT: I Kings 17:1PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: The Life of Elijah #1: His Appearance


I hope this afternoon to begin a series of Bible-studies on the Life of Elijah.  He comes to our attention in I Kings 17; he leaves about six chapters later.  In between, he abounds in high drama and deep mystery.  Bishop Hall remarked, "He comes in like a tempest who went out in a whirlwind".  In studying the prophet's life, it is easy to be caught up in the man himself. And why not?  He cuts a powerful and intriguing figure.  But we must be careful.  "Search the Scriptures--counseled our Savior--"for they are they which testify of Me".  We mustn't be satisfied with an exterior view of Elijah--the sermons he preached, the miracles he performed, and so on.  We must look to the One who was animating him in his great work.  What was Christ up to in the life of Elijah?  It is this that gives the prophet's life its meaning and relevance.  May the Lord enable us to see Him in the life of Elijah--and on every page of Scripture.  Amen.  


Elijah lived in Israel in the years around 900 B.C.  What was Christ doing there at the time?    


The short answer: He was "giving them up to their own lusts".  Mankind is totally depraved; its wickedness, however, is often kept in check by common grace.  At times, however, this blessing is removed; people are left to wallow in their corruption--and to suffer the consequences.  This describes the era in which Elijah appeared.  It was marked by:


Spiritual apostasy.  Israel was God's covenant people.  They would enjoy His blessings and His presence on the condition they obeyed His law.  But His law has been flouted.  Sixty years before, King Jeroboam set up the Golden Calves in Bethel and Dan, and urged his people to worship the LORD through his abhorrent images.  In so doing, "Jeroboam made Israel to sin" as the Bible so often puts it. 


Spiritual decline resulted in political disarray.  The people of God were one people.  But in the days of Rehoboam, they were divided into separate--and rival--nations.  The Northern Kingdom was called "Israel".  It suffered a long succession of evil kings, including a drunkard, a traitor, and a murderer, climaxing in Ahab, the vilest man who ever occupied a throne.


Most representative of this age was an otherwise unknown man, Hiel of Bethel.  He rebuilt Jericho.  What's wrong with that?  This: Centuries before, Joshua cursed the man who would do it, promising he would "lay the foundation with his firstborn" and "set up its gates with his youngest son".  In other words, rebuild it at the cost of his children.  No matter--the curses of God were no longer feared!  


To sum up: In the days of Elijah, Christ removed the fear of God from the hearts of His people.  The results were catastrophic.  His fear--if nothing else--keeps our feet from straying.  Without it, mankind is lost, hopelessly sunk in moral pollution.  


Why was Christ doing this?  Romans 1-3 make it plain.  He was "giving them up to their lusts" in order to expose them for what they are; to break their pride; and to oblige them to seek His mercy.  


Having left Israel in its sin for so long, what was Christ doing to remedy the situation?  


Please understand: He was under no obligation to do anything.  For centuries--for millennia--He did nothing to help the Gentiles in their predicament.  But in grace, He comes to the rescue of Israel.  How?  By sending the prophet Elijah.  


Before sending him, however, the Lord prepared Elijah for His work.  How?  Three things stand out in the Divine narrative.  


1.
He worked in him a holy anxiety for Israel.  A bit later, he says, "I have been very jealous for the LORD God of Hosts, for the children of Israel have thrown down His altars and slain His prophets".  Like a jealous husband, Elijah's eaten up with worry for God's straying Wife.  He isn't apathetic; he hasn't become cynical or malicious.  He cares--deeply cares--for God's glory and the welfare of His people.  Whence came his feeling?  Did it not come from the Man about whom it was written, "Zeal for Thy House has eaten me up"?  


2.
The Lord gave Elijah a spirit of prayer.  "He prayed earnestly" wrote James.  His prayers were serious; they were ceaseless; they were agonizing.  If Elijah "had not" the revival he hoped to see, it wouldn't be because he "asked not".  His was an "effectual, fervent prayer".  Where did his prayer come from, if not from the Man who once "sweat great drops of blood"?  


3.
Christ gave Elijah an eagerness to serve.  The prophet introduces Christ as "the God before Whom I stand".  What does this mean, "before Whom I stand"?  It brings to mind a servant standing alongside a king's throne, anxious to do the royal bidding.  "The king's business requires haste" someone said.  Here's a man in a hurry to do something for Christ!  How did he become so eager for the service of heaven?  By the Spirit of Christ who said, "I delight to do Thy will, O God, yea, Thy Law is within my heart".  


This is how Christ prepared Elijah for his work.  But what was his work?  It was the prophetic word.  He utters it without fear or favor: "As the LORD God of Israel lives, before Whom I stand, it will neither rain nor dew, except at my word!"  


Confrontation!  With these words, Elijah pronounces the Divine curse on Israel, a curse they knew of, and should have feared.  In the days of Moses, they learned that sin would bring on frightful plagues, including a drought.  The lack of rain--and its resulting famine--would be painful for the whole nation and deadly to some of its members.  But it was not unjust.  They deserved it.  Richly.  


Later, Elijah would be called "the troubler of Israel".  But it wasn't he who called down the curse; it Christ who worked in him.  The Man who would later curse the fig tree was now cursing the land of Israel.  For three-and-a-half years, they would smart under the rod of His displeasure.  


But there was more to it than a curse.  For the Lord's every confrontation has an implied goal: repentance.  The drought, therefore, wasn't designed to hurt Israel for the sake of hurting them, but to bring them back to God.  "If My people, who are called by name, shall humble themselves, and pray, and seek My face, and turn from their evil ways; then I will hear from heaven, I will forgive their sin, and will heal their land".  The prophet's curse, therefore, was also the Savior's offer of mercy.  "Christ Himself was pleading through (Elijah) to be reconciled to God".  


The Life of Elijah is no relic; it is a living Word.  What does it say to us?  What it said to them.  


Christ is daily withdrawing His common grace as evidenced by the slipping standards of civilization.  Adultery is laughed about; murder is tolerated.  Why is He doing this?  He's doing it to display our hopelessness without Him.  


Coupled with this chastisement, however, is a blessing: Christ has not deserted the world.  He is still with us in His Word and its faithful proclamation.  What does this tell us about Him?  It tells us that He is accessible; that He is easily entreated; that He is willing to be reconciled to the worst sinners.  


Christ is calling His people to "stand up and be counted".  There were 7,000 who had not bowed the knee to Baal or kissed the obscene image.  But where were they?  They were cowering in fear.  Understandably so, but still wrongly.  "Let the Redeemed of the LORD say so".  Animated by the Spirit of Christ, Elijah held up the Lamp of God's Word in a world that preferred darkness.  We're called to do the same.  Are we up to the challenge?  May Christ make us His witnesses for the welfare of this world and the "praise of the glory of His grace".  Amen.  

