The Life of Elijah #1

“Hero of the Hour”

1 Kings 17:1-6
Over the past week, America remembered the horrific events that transpired on September 11, 2001.  Even before the dust had settled at the sites of the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, one word was reintroduced into our vocabulary: hero.  From the firefighters and police officers to risked (and, for many, lost) their lives to save others in the burning Twin Towers, to the neighbors and strangers who reached out to help fleeing victims, to the passengers on high jacked United Flight 93 who dared to defy the terrorists and foiled their plot, men and women were honored with a word that had not meant very much in our culture for many years.  They were hailed as heroes.
What does it mean to be a hero?  Author Joseph Campbell writes, “A hero is someone who has given his or her life to something bigger than oneself.”  This simple definition emphasizes two important aspects of heroism: its cost and its selflessness.  The late Arthur Ashe also captured the essence of this idea when he said, “True heroism is remarkably sober, very undramatic. It is not the urge to surpass all others at whatever cost, but the urge to serve others at whatever cost.”
I’m not suggesting that America did not have heroes before five years ago, but in our affluent, self-promoting, comfortable culture we did not appreciate heroes as much.  In fact, we were so clueless to our precarious security that we didn’t realize that we needed heroes anymore.  Too many personified the woman in the song, “Billy, Don’t Be a Hero,” and too many Billys were content to comply.

That has changed in our society…at least around the second week of September every year.  Maybe it’s more meaningful for some, though, as Chuck Swindoll writes,

I can’t speak for everyone, but I think I do represent a majority when I say that we long to find authentic heroes who, when examined closely, are actually better than we expected. Our longing is even more greatly satisfied when we discover that these heroes have remained genuinely humble of heart. Such unique individuals stand alone in the gap. Nothing moves them. They are not intimidated by the opposition they face. They are not afraid of the challenges that loom before them. And they are not enamored of the press clippings that follow their accomplishments.

Are you looking for a hero?  Are you willing to be a hero?  Fortunately the Bible is filled with examples of men and women who were willing to live heroically.  One of the shining examples is the man we turn our attention to this morning: Elijah the prophet.

Elijah’s Decadent World
To fully appreciate Elijah and his impact we must first consider his surroundings.  As former president Calvin Coolidge said, “Heroism is not only in the man, but in the occasion.”  Heroes shine in the darkest of times, and this is especially true of Elijah.  As one commentator wrote, “Elijah appeared at zero hour in Israel’s history… Like a meteor, he flashed across the inky blackness of Israel’s spiritual night.”
  

This might seem like dramatic overstatement, but that is hardly the case.  Turn to 1 Kings chapter twelve for a historic look at Elijah’s decadent world.  At the beginning of chapter twelve, Israel has just buried its third and, in some ways, most successful king, Solomon.  His son, Rehoboam, takes the throne.  Without going into details, Rehoboam alientated ten of the twelve tribes of Israel, who seceded from the nation and formed their own country (much like the southern states did prior to our own Civil War).  The northern tribes retained the name Israel, while the southern two tribes became known as Judah, the larger of those two tribes (the other being Benjamin).

The first king of the northern kingdom was Jeroboam, a man chosen by God to lead that nation.  But Jeroboam ignored God and His ways, setting up idols all over the northern kingdom to be worshipped.  God warned Jeroboam to repent, but he refused.  Jeroboam’s son Nadab followed him on the throne of Israel, and he continued in idolatry.  Eventually, an army general named Baasha murdered Nadab and took control.  He killed every descendent of Jeroboam—fulfilling the prophecy of the Lord—but he continued in Jeroboam’s idolatry.  Baasha’s son Elam became king after him, and Elam was likewise murdered by one of his generals while getting drunk at a friend’s house.  This general-turned-king, Zimri, wiped out all of Baasha’s descendents to establish his own claim to the throne.  Which lasted all of seven days.  For once the people of Israel heard of his treachery, they turned on him, and two other generals led the army to the palace to bring this usurper to justice.  When Zimri saw the army approaching, he set the palace on fire and killed himself.

The two generals in charge of the army—Tibni and Omri—struggled for power for four years of civil war before Omri emerged victorious and put Tibni to death.  Now Omri became king.  How’s that for national insecurity?  The most dangerous job in those days was to be king of Israel!  Swindoll comments, 

One murderer giving way to another murderer. One assassin killing another assassin. One mass murderer killing off the household of another mass murderer. A line of godless men coming to the throne and incessantly doing evil in the sight of the Lord.
Yet, as bad as that sounds, look at what the record says about Omri:
 
And Omri did evil in the sight of the Lord, and acted more wickedly than all who were before him. For he walked in all the way of Jeroboam the son of Nebat and in his sins which he made Israel sin, provoking the Lord God of Israel with their idols. (1Kg 16:25-26, italics added).
 
Despite all the bloodshed and idolatry and wickedness of these previous kings, the writer still says that Omri “acted more wickedly than all who were before him.” And then came his son Ahab!
Bloodshed and assassinations, murder and malice, intrigue and immo​rality, conspiracy and deception, hatred and idolatry had prevailed for six uninterrupted, dark decades in Israel. This reign of evil began in the heart of the one on the throne, and poured down into the very core of the people of the land. And then, of all things, they turned the throne over to Ahab, who married Jezebel, which is a little bit like going from Jesse James to Bonnie and Clyde.


We might be tempted to envision these kings of Israel as bumbling idiots, but this would not agree with history.  In fact, Omri and his son Ahab were famous in their own day as military geniuses and administrative successes.  Archaeologists have discovered more references to Omri and Ahab than they have any other Old Testament kings, including David and Solomon!


In Omri’s rather short twelve-year reign, he purchased a hill and built his capitol city, Samaria, on it, much like David did in establishing Jerusalem as his capitol.  He brought peace and stability to this troubled land through both military might and diplomatic skill.  He defeated Moab and obtained land east of the Jordan River.
  The constant battles with the southern kingdom of Judah ceased, and the two (along with Israel’s northern neighbor, Phoenicia) allied to withstand the powerful Arameans from Damascus (now Syria).  The name “Omri” became an established term in Assyrian documents to indicate the Israelite kings even after the death of Omri and his descendants. Jehu, who founded a new dynasty in Israel, is called by Shalmaneser III “the son of Omri”; and Assyrian annalists continue to refer to Israel as the “land of (or, the house of) Omri” for a hundred years after the end of his dynasty. 
 



Why isn’t any of this mentioned in the Old Testament records?  Donald J. Wisemen concludes,

The mere seven verses given to this sixth king of Israel who founded a new dynasty (the Omrides) which lasted three generations (c. 885-874 BC) emphasizes the historian’s selective viewpoint. He has nothing good to say of him and his successors….


Omri was a heroic success to the world; he was a hideous failure in the eyes of God.  He continued Jeroboam’s idolatry, sinking to new depths with his political alliance with the Phoenicians.  As was customary in those days, political alliances were sealed with royal marriages, and Omri’s son Ahab married the daughter of the king of Tyre, a delighful gal named Jezebel.  Omri was a popular and powerful leader—in stark contrast to the kings who reigned before him.


At Omri’s death, Ahab became king in 874 b.c. and reigned until 853 b.c. Under Ahab, Israel prospered even more. He built an ivory palace and extrabiblical sources indicate that he had many stables, horses, and chariots which were sent to battle against Assyria at Qarqar.
  In this battle—recorded by Assyrian historians who mention Ahab by name—Ahab commanded 2,000 chariots and 10,000 men, the largest contingient of chariots engaged in the battle.  Excavations at Samaria have revealed the magnificence of his buildings.
  Some have compared him to Herod the Great in political acumen and architectural accomplishments.
 

But, like Herod the Great and his father Omri, Ahab was an abomination spiritually.  The scriptural analysis of his reign is found in 1 Kings 16:30, “Ahab son of Omri did more evil in the eyes of the Lord than any who lived before him.”  Omri had the distinction of being the most evil king—now Ahab tops that!  The combination of Ahab and Jezebel—referred to as “the Lady Macbeth of the Old Testament”—brought the spiritual atmosphere of Israel to new depths.

I realize we have spent a lot of time giving historical background on Elijah’s decadent world.  But this information is important, as Howard Hendricks writes,

You will never understand nor appreciate what Elijah did until you understand the times in which he lived. The nation was on the skids. The spiritual horizon was dreadfully monotonous. There was a mania of mediocrity. Seven thousand believers were huddled miserably in a cave in silent protest: “We don’t want to get involved.” This man, Elijah, stands out like a spiritual colossus in the midst of a generation of spiritual pygmies and perverts.

It is hard to imagine a more decadent world than Israel under Ahab and Jezebel.  It is hard to imagine a more dramatic Old Testament character than the prophet Elijah.

Elijah’s Daring Word

With that background, Elijah makes his debut appearance in 1 Kings 17:1-2,

Now Elijah the Tishbite, from Tishbe in Gilead, said to Ahab, “As the Lord, the God of Israel, lives, whom I serve, there will be neither dew nor rain in the next few years except at my word.” 

Compared to the wealth of information available on Ahab and his predecessors, we have very little knowledge on Elijah’s background.  He is called a “Tishbite,” which may refer to his hometown, but scholars cannot be certain.  His leather attire and his nomadic habits make it plausible that he belonged to a family of shepherds in Transjordan, the land east of the Jordan River located in the present-day nation of Jordan.
  The area of Gilead is mentioned, and we do know something about that region:

Gilead was a place of solitude and outdoor life, a place where people would likely have been rugged, tanned from the sun, muscular and leath​ery. It was never a place of polish, sophistication, and diplomacy. It was an austere land, and one senses that Elijah’s appearance was in keeping with that. His manner might have bordered on coarse and crude, rough and rugged—not unlike many of the great fiery characters God has introduced at certain times to an unsuspecting world.


If he were around today, we might call Elijah a redneck or a hillbilly.  He might show up in bib overalls and barefoot.  Imagine what it must have been like back then.

Picture the pompous court of Ahab in session. Queen Jezebel obviously was there with her ladies-in-waiting. Affairs of state and social events are taking place—pomp on one side illuminated by revelry on the other. Suddenly there is a commotion in the court. A rugged, uncouth man from the hills has entered. The guards try to stop him, but he pushes them aside. The queer figure in the dress of the wild tribes does not stop until he stands before the throne of Ahab. He does not bow; but with indignant lightning upon his brow and thunder in his voice, he points an accusing finger at the king and says: “As the Lord God of Israel liveth, before whom I stand, there shall not be dew nor rain these years, but according to my word” (1 Kings 17:1). After that stern pronouncement he turns, pushes a guard or two out of the way, and marches majestically from the presence of the king, and disappears. The prophet had appeared at the king’s pagan party, but not to be a part of it. He was there to utter God’s judgment, not to seek favor with the king nor to compromise with apostasy nor to apologize for the paganism that was being spread over the land.

Here comes this out-of-place character armed with a daring word.  Even his name drips with significant meaning.  “Elijah” literally means “My God is Yahweh.”
  What were Elijah’s first words? “As the Lord God of Israel lives…”  He practically says his own name as he decalres the word of the Lord.
This is significant because Yahweh was not the God of the king and queen.  Jezebel had brought with her the god Baal from her homeland, and Ahab had built a temple to Baal in Samaria.  Baal was the Phoenician fertility god who sent rain and bountiful crops, and the rites connected with Baal worship were unspeakably immoral.  


Elijah’s daring word strikes at the heart of Baal worship.  By predicting that there would be no rain or even dew until he said so, Elijah is throwing down the gauntlet.  An extended drought, announced and controlled by a prophet of Yahweh, would make it clear to everybody that Baal the storm god was not a true god at all.

Making such a bold pronouncement could not have been easy for Elijah.  It took real courage and self-sacrifice to stand before the king and queen—who could have you killed at their command—and challenge them.  It was not convenient nor comfortable to take a stand for God in that generation. It never is.

The world needed a hero.  And Elijah was the hero of the hour.

Elijah’s Divine Worth

Before we close this message, however, I want to mention one more truth from this text, dealing with Elijah’s divine worth.  Picking up at 1 Kings 17:3-6 we read,

Then the word of the Lord came to Elijah: “Leave here, turn eastward and hide in the Kerith Ravine, east of the Jordan. You will drink from the brook, and I have ordered the ravens to feed you there.” 

So he did what the Lord had told him. He went to the Kerith Ravine, east of the Jordan, and stayed there. The ravens brought him bread and meat in the morning and bread and meat in the evening, and he drank from the brook. 

The Lord instructs Elijah to leave Samaria and go to a place east of the Jordan River—perhaps near his homeland.  Why was Elijah told to leave?  Shouldn’t he stay there and continue to represent the Lord before Ahab and Jezebel?

Two reasons for this command emerge from the text.  The first is protection.  Elijah is told to hide in the Kerith Ravine.  Hide from what?  The anger of Ahab and Jezebel.  Later the Scriptures record that Jezebel tried to systematically eliminate all of the prophets of God, and if she could have gotten her hands on Elijah…well, that would not have been a pretty sight!

The second reason is provision.  God had a place for Elijah where he would have food and water provided for him—luxuries indeed in the midst of a drought!  A brook provided water and ravens brought the prophet his food.  The fact that God chose ravens to be Elijah’s personal waiters demonstrates His sovereignty:

Ravens are voracious eaters and robber birds. But, at the Lord’s direction, these birds bring food. Elijah has direct confirmation that not Baal but the Lord is Master of creation.

God instituted extraordinary measures to keep Elijah alive and well.  I believe this indicates Elijah’s divine worth—his importance to the Lord.  When we take a heroic stand for God, He will come through with His protection and His provision for as long as He wants to use us.  This does not mean that God’s heroes never experience any harm.  The history of God’s people is replete with heroic tales of men and women who laid down their lives for the cause of Christ.  When that time comes, God will provide us with the strength and courage we need, as well.  But He never just leaves us dangling on our own.


What about us?  Do you think we live in a world that needs someone to stand up for God, regardless of the cost to themselves?  Sure, we live in a land of prosperity and strength, but spiritually what does our society have to offer?  If our history was to be written like it was in Elijah’s day, would our culture be commended or criticized?


I conclude with the words of Swindoll:

Today there are still those who stand alone in the gap, those who still strive to shake us awake. A handful of brave students at Columbine High School come immediately to mind. Loaded guns and the threat of death couldn’t silence them. I think of them as modern-day Elijahs, whom God uses to deliver a life-changing message. Men and women of courage, ready to stand and deliver. Authentic heroes.
Do you remember what God led another of His great prophets to write about this?
 
And I searched for a man among them who should build up the wall and stand in the gap before Me for the land, that I should not destroy it; but I found no one (Ezekiel 22:30).
 

The quest continues. Our Lord is still searching for people who will make a difference. Christians dare not be mediocre. We dare not dissolve into the background or blend into the neutral scenery of this world. Some​times you have to look awfully close and talk awfully long before an individual will declare his allegiance to God. Sometimes you have to look long and hard to find someone with the courage to stand alone for God. Is that what we have created today in this age of tolerance and compromise?
Elijah’s life teaches us what the Lord requires.


To borrow from the Marine Corps advertisements, God is looking for a few good men, a few good women, a few food young people.  It’s not always easy, but it is always right.


Our world needs a hero.  Are you willing?
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