Life of Elijah #4

“The Inside Man”

1 Kings 18:1-19
Undercover agents have captured the imaginations of many in our society for years.  Whether it is a good guy infiltrating a group of bad guys or a bad guy sneaking into the good guys’ camp, the challenge is the same: One false step or wrong word and your cover is blown.  Just this past weekend a new motion picture features both sides, as an undercover police officer is sent into a local mob syndicate, while at the same time a member of that mob worms his way into the police department.  It makes for great drama.  

Of course, Hollywood has a way of glamorizing the mundane and the morbid.  Real-life undercover agents may relate a whole different experience than those portrayed on movie and television screens.  But the pressure to maintain one’s cover in hostile surroundings is very real.

In our continuing study of the life of Elijah, we are introduced to an inside man, an undercover agent for God, if you will.  He performed a vital service during a difficult time from a hazardous position.  I believe his experience can be an example to us, as well.

The Divine Command

Chapter eighteen of 1 Kings opens with a divine command:

And it came to pass after many days, that the word of the Lord came to Elijah in the third year, saying, “Go, shew thyself unto Ahab; and I will send rain upon the earth.” And Elijah went to shew himself unto Ahab. And there was a sore famine in Samaria (1Kg 18:1-2).

The text states that this divine command came in “the third year,” probably meaning the third year of the drought.  The New Testament records that the drought lasted three and a half years, and many scholars figure that it hadn’t rained for six months before Elijah made the decree that it wouldn’t rain any more.  We know that this drought was severe, for it caught the attention of the historian Flavius Josephus, who mentions a severe drought under the Phoenician King Ithobal (or Ethbaal), the father of Jezebel [Josephus, Antiquites VIII, 13.2].

What was the command from God to Elijah?  “Go, show yourself to Ahab.”  All of this time in hiding is now coming to an end.  And, the Lord adds, “I will send rain upon the earth.”  The drought is about to end as well.

What made the difference?  Elijah's return is not occasioned by repentance in Israel but by the command of the Lord, who in his sovereign grace determined to reveal himself anew to his people.
  Keil and Delitzsch suggest,

As the judgment of drought and famine did not bring king Ahab to his senses and lead him to turn from his ungodly ways, but only filled him with exasperation towards the prophet who had announced to him the coming judgment; there was no other course left than to lay before the people with mighty and convincing force the proof that Jehovah was the only true God, and to execute judgment upon the priests of Baal as the seducers of the nation.

The drought was intended to be a wake-up call for the entire nation to return to the Lord.  But, unlike other times in Israel’s history, the people did not learn their lesson and change their ways.  They persisted in their sin, and (as we will see later in this text) put the blame for their suffering on the very ones making a stand against their sin.  So God commanded His servant after three years of waiting to “Go present yourself to Ahab.” Elijah is to walk right into the teeth of danger and confront his enemy in his own den.
 

The Discreet Connection

When Elijah returns to Israel, though, it is not King Ahab that he encounters first.  Picking up the narrative in verse three, 

And Ahab called Obadiah﻿, which was the governor of his house. (Now Obadiah feared the Lord greatly: For it was so, when Jezebel﻿ cut off the prophets of the Lord, that Obadiah took an hundred prophets, and hid them by fifty in a cave, and fed them with bread and water.) And Ahab said unto Obadiah, “Go into the land, unto all fountains of water, and unto all brooks: peradventure we may find grass to save the horses and mules alive, that we lose not all the beasts.” So they divided the land between them to pass throughout it: Ahab went one way by himself, and Obadiah went another way by himself.

And as Obadiah was in the way, behold, Elijah met him: and he knew him, and fell on his face, and said, “Art thou that my lord Elijah?” 

And he answered him, “I am: go, tell thy lord, Behold, Elijah is here.”

And he said, “What have I sinned, that thou wouldest deliver thy servant into the hand of Ahab, to slay me? As the Lord thy God liveth, there is no nation or kingdom, whither my lord hath not sent to seek thee: and when they said, He is not there; he took an oath of the kingdom and nation, that they found thee not. And now thou sayest, ‘Go, tell thy lord, Behold, Elijah is here.’ And it shall come to pass, as soon as I am gone from thee, that the Spirit of the Lord shall carry thee whither I know not; and so when I come and tell Ahab, and he cannot find thee, he shall slay me: but I thy servant fear the Lord from my youth. Was it not told my lord what I did when Jezebel slew the prophets of the Lord, how I hid an hundred men of the Lord’s prophets by fifty in a cave, and fed them with bread and water? And now thou sayest, ‘Go, tell thy lord, Behold, Elijah is here’: and he shall slay me.” 
And Elijah said, “As the Lord of hosts liveth, before whom I stand, I will surely shew myself unto him to day.” So Obadiah went to meet Ahab, and told him: and Ahab went to meet Elijah. 
Elijah first runs into a man named Obadiah, described as the “governor” over Ahab’s house.  This title has been discovered archaeologically in the area of Israel:

In the various sites where Iron Age strata have been excavated numerous seals, and still more seal impressions, have been found. The more famous ones are of persons known from the Bible, such as ‘the servant of the king’ (Shema the Servant of Jeroboam) (2 Kgs. 22:12), ‘the governor of the house’ (1 Kgs. 18:3), ‘which is over the house’ (cf. Isa. 22:15), and Gedaliah (2 Kgs. 25:22). Seals of this class are quite numerous, and new ones still come to light from time to time.
 
What does this designation mean, though?  The title “who is over the house” was reserved, as Professor Avigad tells us, for the highest office at the royal court after the king. In the Bible this title is held by the senior members of the royal bureaucracy (1 Kings 4:6, 16:9, 18:3).
  This would have been similar to the position held by Joseph in Egypt—second only to the Pharoah—or of Haman and later Mordecai in the book of Esther.  Some have likened this office to a “prime minister” or “Ahab’s sort-of Secretary of State.”
  This was a very powerful position, indeed.
Who was this man?  His name is not as helpful as it might first appear.  There is a minor prophet named Obadiah, who wrote a prophecy against the land of Edom in the shortest book of the Old Testament.  Some scholars have linked these two men, but it is very unlikely that the book of Obadiah was written this early in history.

In fact, no fewer than twelve Old Testament men were named Obadiah including an officer in David’s army (1Ch 12:9), a Levite in the days of Josiah (2Ch 34:12), a leader who returned from the Exile with Ezra (Ezra 8:9), in addition to the minor prophet and this man in 1 Kings 18. The name means “Worshiper [or servant] of Yahweh.”
 

This particular Obadiah was King Ahab’s right-hand man.  In this text he was accompanying the king in searching the country for grass and other foliage that could be used to feed the horses and mules used in the army.  Remember, Ahab was commander-in-chief of an impressive army, one that boasted over two thousand chariots.  But chariots are only effective if they have horses, so Ahab’s desperate search here was motivated by the desire to maintain his military might.  This has led Warren Wiersbe to comment, “Ahab wasn’t especially concerned about the people of the land, but he wanted his army to be strong just in case of an invasion.”

The two men split up to cover more ground, and as Obadiah was searching for something green, he ran into Elijah.  His initial reactions to seeing the prophet tell us about Obadiah’s personality.  He was personally fearful.  When he sees Elijah, he nearly jumps out of his skin.  I wonder if Elijah didn’t sneak up behind him and say, “Boo!”

Once he recovers from the shock of seeing this man of God, Obadiah is petrified by Elijah’s words to him: “Go tell your boss that Elijah is here.”  The prophet is instructing Obadiah to do more than report a piece of news; this is a challenge to side publicly with Elijah rather than be a secret supporter.

Obadiah responds, “Are you crazy? Sure, Elijah, you want me to go tell the king that ‘Public Enemy Number One,’ whom he has hunted for over three years, is right here.  And when I go tell him, the Lord will take you away somewhere else.  Where does that leave me?  I’ll tell you where: In Jezebel’s crosshairs!  I’ll be a dead man!”

Some Bible scholars and students are quite critical of Obadiah, calling him a timid compromiser or a self-preserving sellout.  “How could any true believer serve in such a capacity for such a wicked man as Ahab?” they ask.  Walter Kaiser responds, 

Certainly, Obadiah was fearful, but he refers to natural fears, actual daring deeds, and to a real sincerity of heart and purpose… The man was not without his faults, but he must not be judged solely by the position that he occupied in the government.

Moving ahead in this text, we discover more about Obadiah’s character.  He was privately faithful.  He is described as one who “feared the Lord greatly.”  This phrase does not speak of fear as being terrified or afraid, bur rather one who took God seriously and lived like it.  He operated in the very presence of evil, yet he maintained his faith in the Lord.  As Donald Wiseman puts it, 

He is a challenging figure, quietly living out his faith at the heart of the nation’s apostasy. But he is also a very human figure, terrified that Elijah would vanish again before a meeting with Ahab could be arranged, and that he would be held responsible and executed.


Isn’t that encouraging?  We are tempted to read about the “giants of the faith” like Elijah or Moses or David or Peter or Paul and think, “Wow, I could never be like that!”  In fact, as James writes, Elijah was “a man just like us” (Jam 5:17), and the same can be said of every other biblical figure.  These are not comic-book superheroes; they are very real people with very real fears and failures but who exercise real faith in real life.


Finally, Obadiah was practically fruitful.  There was measurable evidence of his faithfulness to God.  He could point to tangible ways that God used him right where he was.  In verse 13 Obadiah tells Elijah that Jezebel was systematically killing off the prophets of Yahweh.  Perhaps she was trying to lure Elijah out of hiding so she could get her hands on him, or maybe she was sacrificing these prophets to Baal in an attempt to please him so that he would send rain.
  Maybe she was just lashing out wildly against those she held responsible for the drought.


At any rate, Obadiah was able to get one hundred prophets and hide them from Jezebel.  He split them into two groups of fifty, hid one group in one cave and the other group in another cave, so that if one hideout was discovered, not all the prophets would be killed.  Then Obadiah secretly supplied them with food and water to keep them alive.  Where did he get it?  Remember, he was the king’s right-hand man.  Maybe he took it from the provisions Jezebel fed her priests of Baal and Asherah!  We don’t know that, but we do know that he hid these prophets in two of the more than two thousand caves in the Mount Carmel range archaeologists have found dating back to even earlier times than Elijah’s day.

Obadiah was no coward—he was a hero!  Maybe he wasn’t as outspoken and obvious in his faithfulness as Elijah, but he didn’t have to be.  “The Lord had put Obadiah in the palace to use his God-given authority to support the faithful prophets at a time when openly serving the Lord was a dangerous thing.”
  Heroes aren’t always recognized publicly; sometimes their heroism needs to be kept out of the spotlight for their own good! Wiersbe reminds us,

Not all of God’s servants are supposed to be in the public eye like Elijah and the other prophets. God has His servants in many places, doing the work He’s called them to do. Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea didn’t make a big fuss about their faith in Christ, yet God used them to give proper burial to the body of Jesus (John 19:38–42). Esther kept quiet about her Jewish heritage until it was absolutely necessary to use it to save the life of the nation. Over the centuries, there have been numerous believers who have kept a low profile and yet made great contributions to the cause of Christ and the advancement of His kingdom.


Obadiah was “the inside man,” God’s undercover agent serving Him right under the noses of Ahab and Jezebel.  While we might not face that much danger, God may still use us to be His undercover agents in places where an obvious believer (i.e., a minister) would never be accepted.

The Direct Confrontation

Our text for this morning concludes with the direct confrontation between Elijah and Ahab in verses 17-19,

And it came to pass, when Ahab saw Elijah, that Ahab said unto him, “Art thou he that troubleth Israel?” 

And he answered, “I have not troubled Israel; but thou, and thy father’s house, in that ye have forsaken the commandments of the Lord, and thou hast followed Baalim. Now therefore send, and gather to me all Israel unto mount Carmel, and the prophets of Baal four hundred and fifty, and the prophets of the groves four hundred, which eat at Jezebel’s table.”

The climatic moment has arrived.  After a three and a half year manhunt, the hunter and the hunted stare each other down, face to face.  Howard Hendricks writes, “I suppose there is no more dramatic scene in all Scripture than [this]. I wish I were an artist and could render the scene. Two explosive personalities col​lide, and the moment they do, the sparks fly.”
  So what happens? Ahab and Elijah meet and exchange insults.
 

Actually, it was more serious than name-calling. Ahab accuses Elijah of being a “troubler,” or “trouble-maker,” we might say today.  The Hebrew term used here is ‘ãkar which literally means, “taboo,” or  “cast out from (social) intercourse.”
  This charge is seen in two other Old Testament texts—against Achan in Joshua chapters 6 and 7, and against Jonathan in 1 Samuel 14:24-29—and in both cases it was likened unto treason, a crime against the state punishable by death.
  Instead of reading this word as “troubler,” perhaps we should read, “traitor.”

“Is that you, Elijah, you traitor?” Ahab sneered

“If anyone is a traitor around here, it’s you, Ahab!” Elijah shot back.  “You—and that pagan wife of yours—are the ones who have turned this nation against its God and brought about this calamity.  You are the traitor!” (Obadiah probably hid behind a tree!)

Whether Ahab was so taken aback by being addressed like this, or whether he just couldn’t think up a snappy comeback quick enough, he doesn’t reply.  Elijah continues by laying down a challenge: “Let’s settle this once and for all.  Bring all the people to Mount Carmel, and bring all your prophets of Baal and Asherah—all 850 that the taxpayers of Israel are feeding!  Then we’ll see who the real God is.”

Mount Carmel was located near the border of Israel and Phoenicia, so it was a good place for the Phoenician god Baal to meet Yahweh, the God of Israel. Elijah told Ahab to bring not only the 450 prophets of Baal but also the 400 prophets of the Asherah (or Astarte), the idols that represented Baal’s “wife.” As we will see in next week’s message, it seems that only the prophets of Baal showed up for the contest.
 

The confrontation has been made, the challenge given, the gauntlet thrown down.  The battle of the gods is set.  What happened?  You’ll have to come back next week to find out!

The application of this Scripture, though, is for those “inside men” and women, those undercover agents of God who faithfully serve Him in places not always friendly to Christians.  Gain encouragement from Obadiah—you’re needed right where you are!
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