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So we’re done with the series, Biblical Responses to Secular Beliefs. 

Now it is time for something different. One thing about the Bible is that 

there is endless variety while dealing with a consistent main message. 

The main message is always the same: God and man, sin and grace, 

God’s purpose and how we fit into it and conform to it, good and evil, 

salvation and damnation, obedience and disobedience, the centrality of 

Jesus and his mission. In one sense the message is always the same. But 

there are endless aspects to it and the Bible itself contains many 

different kinds of literature. In dealing with secular beliefs the approach 

was to consider important themes from our culture and consider the 

biblical teaching that is the truth in the light of the error. 

Now we are going to get back to what should always be an important 

part of preaching: systematic exposition of a section of Scripture. In this 

case we are going to get back to considering a narrative, a story. We are 

going to consider the story of Elijah. We will hear the word of the Lord 

to us as it comes in the stories collected in the second half of 1 Kings 

concerning the prophet Elijah. But we will still be dealing with the truth 

of God’s word over against the false teaching of the world because the 

one theme that runs through the whole Bible is the theme of the 

opposition between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of Satan and 

how God is at work to win the victory over Satan and all that he stands 

for.  

So in the time of Elijah, we are dealing with one of the evil kings in Israel 

for the most part. You may remember that soon after the reign of 



Solomon, Israel was divided in two. Judah and Benjamin became the 

southern kingdom and the other ten tribes of Israel became the 

northern kingdom. The southern kingdom is often referred to as Judah 

and the northern kingdom is referred to as Israel. Most of the kings of 

Judah were evil kings and all of the kings of Israel were evil kings, except 

for Jehu who gets a mixed review. As a whole, the chosen people of God 

were going from bad to worse and this history of 1 and 2 Kings was told 

to explain why the chosen people of God ended up in exile. This is the 

story of the decline of the covenant people from the high point in 

David’s reign to God’s judgment upon them through sending enemy 

nations against them who defeated them and took them into exile. 

The story of Elijah takes place in the northern kingdom – the kingdom of 

the ten tribes, the kingdom that had broken away from Judah and the 

kings of the line of David. All of the kings of this kingdom were evil, 

except one and Elijah was a prophet of the Lord sent to call the evil 

kings in his generation and the people to repentance. The setting of 

these stories is a wicked society heading for disaster because of their sin 

and the story is about the word of the Lord speaking into that 

wickedness – particularly to the king – with a word of judgment and a 

call to repentance. 

The hope in the story is in the fact that the Lord was sending his 

prophet to call the king and the people to repentance. The rest of the 

world outside of Israel was filled with wicked people, but the Lord was 

not sending prophets to them. There is the exception of Jonah who was 

sent to Nineveh which was a pagan city. And in the writing prophets 

later in the OT we read of prophets speaking words of judgment against 

the nations around Israel, but for the most part the Lord addressed the 

prophetic word to his people – to the covenant people – to the offspring 

of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, now divided into two nations. As long as 

the Lord is still sending his prophets and calling his people to 

repentance, there is hope. The situation into which Elijah prophesied 

was pretty awful. The hope in the story comes from the word of the 

Lord speaking into that situation and calling the people to repentance. 

The point of application for us is that the hope for the world is that God 

is still speaking into the wickedness of both the unfaithful church and 



the world by means of his people – the faithful church. Jesus Christ is 

the ultimate prophet – he is the fulfillment of all the OT prophets, and 

he has called all of his NT people to be prophets to bring the word of 

the Lord into all the world. Remember what how Peter quoted the 

prophet Joel on the day of Pentecost saying, “And in the last days it shall 

be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh, and your sons 

and your daughters shall prophesy…” (Acts 2:17). 

This is a huge difference between the OT period and the NT period. In 

the OT the prophetic word was addressed to the covenant people for 

the most part. In the NT, Jesus has sent his church into all the world 

with the good news of the gospel which is a call to repentance and a 

promise of salvation to all who will turn to Jesus.  

The OT office of prophet is fulfilled, first of all, in Jesus, but in him in the 

church which is send into the world to call the world to repentance and 

faith in Jesus. And just as the word of the Lord was the only hope in the 

dismal situation that was the context for Elijah’s ministry, so the word of 

the Lord is the only hope in the dismal situation in which we live our 

lives in a society which is heading for judgment no less than the people 

whom Elijah addressed were heading for judgment. It is in the light of 

this relationship between Old and New Testaments that we will 

understand the word of the Lord to us as we consider the ministry of 

Elijah to the wicked King Ahab.   

Ahab was one of the most wicked of all the kings of Israel. 1 Kings 16:29-

33 sets the scene. "29In the thirty-eighth year of Asa king of Judah, Ahab 

the son of Omri began to reign over Israel, and Ahab the son of Omri 

reigned over Israel in Samaria twenty-two years. 30And Ahab the son of 

Omri did evil in the sight of the Lord, more than all who were before 

him. 31And as if it had been a light thing for him to walk in the sins of 

Jeroboam the son of Nebat, he took for his wife Jezebel the daughter of 

Ethbaal king of the Sidonians, and went and served Baal and worshiped 

him. 32He erected an altar for Baal in the house of Baal, which he built in 

Samaria. 33And Ahab made an Asherah. Ahab did more to provoke the 

Lord, the God of Israel, to anger than all the kings of Israel who were 

before him."  



These verses illustrate for us how God views any historical situation. 

These were actually pretty prosperous times in Israel. Ahab was the son 

of Omri who had reigned before him. There had been a peaceful 

transition from the rule of Omri to the rule of his son Ahab. From the 

point of view of political stability and economic prosperity, these were 

pretty good times. But none of that is even mentioned. What is 

mentioned is how wicked the kings were. Concerning Ahab, the story 

has no interest in him at all except for the fact that he was a wicked 

king. What this shows us is that from God’s perspective, this is all that 

really matters. 

When anyone writes a history of a certain period or a certain person, 

they highlight things that they consider to be important and significant 

about that period or about that person’s life. This is how God-inspired 

the human author of 1 Kings wrote about Ahab’s life. He highlighted 

what was significant from God’s perspective. Ahab may have been a 

good administrator. He may have had some significant 

accomplishments during his reign. The text is not interested in anything 

else except that he was an evil king. This is what God highlights about 

Ahab’s life. In the end this is all that really matters. 

And that is an important point for us to remember. If God were to 

inspire a prophet to write the story of our life, he would not be 

interested in how successful we are in this-worldly terms. He would not 

say a thing about what may or may not have been significant about us 

to the people around us. The significance of our lives from God’s 

perspective has to do with what is evil and what is good. Ultimately that 

is all that matters. We will be evaluated according to what is important 

to God and he has made it clear what is important to him. “For we must 

all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may 

receive what is due for what he has done in the body, whether good or 

evil” (2 Corinthians 5:10).  

Now if we are Christians, we will appear in the righteousness of Christ. 

We understand everything in the light of the gospel. But the point that I 

am making from God’s description of Ahab’s reign is that this is what 

matters to God.  God is not interested in the things that tend to impress 

other human beings. We are evaluated on whether we have done good 



or evil. This is the most important category about life according to the 

word of God. And that is what must shape our priorities as people 

whose lives are shaped by the word of the Lord. 

Well at some point during the reign of the wicked King Ahab, Elijah 

appears. He appears in the text suddenly without much introduction. 

We are told where he is from and that is it. What is important is that he 

is the bearer of the word of God. “Now Elijah the Tishbite, of Tishbe in 

Gilead, said to Ahab, ‘As the LORD, the God of Israel, lives, before him I 

stand, there shall be neither dew nor rain these years, except by my 

word.” 

The suddenness of Elijah’s appearance is important and significant. It 

teaches us that God is the key reality in any situation, even where he is 

ignored and appears to be irrelevant and that he can appear at any 

moment and make his reality felt and known. Before Elijah appeared, 

Ahab was living his life, pursuing his goals without taking the God of 

Israel into account. He had turned to another god. He had married a 

wife from a pagan nation and had become a worshiper of her god, Baal. 

His worldview was a pagan worldview. His hope was in pagan gods. The 

true God was excluded.  

Into this situation, God inserts himself by speaking. His word reveals 

another worldview – the worldview of the Bible, the worldview 

dominated by the God who had revealed himself to Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob, and the people of Israel. The word of the Lord reveals the God 

who speaks. The name “Elijah” means, “My God is Yahweh.”  The name 

“Elijah” is a confession of faith in Yahweh, the God who had revealed 

himself to Israel by words and by actions. Elijah’s name spoke into the 

situation of the king who had rejected Yahweh, the God of Israel. And 

the words that Elijah spoke asserted the reality and the relevance of 

Yahweh the God of Israel. 

The first words are an oath, “As the LORD, the God of Israel, lives, 

before whom I stand…. They are an oath, but they are also an assertion. 

“[T]he LORD, the God of Israel lives…”  God often refers to himself as 

the living God and the implication is always that all other gods are not 

living gods. They are dead. They are useless. They are worthless idols. 

This assertion is the most significant assertion that it is possible to 



make. This assertion changes everything. This assertion – this claim 

describes reality as it really is. This is the most important fact that 

interprets all other facts and contradicts all false claims about life and 

reality. “[T]he LORD, the God of Israel, lives ….” 

God was confronting Ahab with his existence. Ahab had rejected the 

God of Israel. Ahab was worshipping another god. And God had sent his 

servant to speak the word of the Lord to the idol worshipper – “[T]he 

LORD, God of Israel, lives….” 

This is the heart of the prophetic message – also today. This is the heart 

of the message that the church is to speak into the world of the 

worshippers of other gods. This is the most important reality that all 

people must take into account. The God of the Bible exists. He is the 

most important fact for all people. All ways of understanding reality that 

do not begin with the God of the Bible are expressions of rebellion 

against the God of the Bible. Listen to the way that Paul describes the 

conversion of the Thessalonians in 1 Thessalonians 1:9, “[Y]ou turned to 

God from idols to serve the living and true God….” The living God is 

always contrasted with dead and useless idols. 

This scene of Elijah before King Ahab is a picture of how the word of 

God addresses the world in rebellion against God. It is a picture of the 

church, the bearer of the word of God, asserting to an idol-worshipping 

world the claim of the one true and living God. This is the foundational 

claim that is asserted in the great commission. “[T]he LORD, the God of 

Israel lives….”   

But the picture of Elijah addressing Ahab is also a picture of the way in 

which the prophetic word addresses the church that has become like 

the world. In setting of this text, the word of the Lord is addressed to 

the covenant people who are living like the world. Whether that is 

whole churches who have adopted the idols of the world or individual 

Christians who living for the gods of this world – gods of money or 

pleasure or status or comfort – the word of God confronts us all with 

the overwhelming and dominating reality of the living God.  

And it is always a summons for us to give the God who dominates all his 

due – to live in the light of who he really is and what he requires. In the 



word of God we come face to face with the living God – the God who 

has revealed himself in creation, in his actions in history, in Jesus Christ, 

in the word that he has spoken and in the lives of his people. And it all 

begins with living in the light of this most important fact of our 

existence – “[T]he LORD, the God of Israel, lives.” 

Elijah has a message from the living God. “As the LORD, the God of 

Israel, lives before whom I stand, there shall be neither dew nor rain 

these years, except by my word.”  Now this was a direct confrontation 

with the worship of Baal. Verses 31-32 of chapter 16 have told us that 

Ahab had become a worshipper of Baal who was a pagan god.  

It was believed that Baal was the god who send the rain. Baal was the 

god of fertility and fruitfulness.  The worship of Baal was offered to get 

him to send the rain and the general fruitfulness that was necessary for 

the prosperity of the land. And so the God of Israel was calling out the 

false god. He was going to demonstrate who really was in control of the 

economy of the kingdom. There was going to be a drought – a drought 

that demonstrated the impotence of Baal and the power of Yahweh to 

give or to withhold the rain. Yahweh was confronting his rival and was 

going to show who really had the power of prosperity or famine. 

Ahab was trusting in Baal to send the rain and thus prosperity for his 

people. God was about to show him that Baal was a useless idol who 

could not send rain or anything else because he was an impotent 

creation of man. God was about to show Ahab and the people of Israel 

that he was the one who controlled the rain and he was now going to 

withhold the rain as a judgment upon his people for forsaking him. But 

implied in that judgment was a call to repentance. Where the word of 

God comes there is always hope because if God is still speaking there is 

still the opportunity to turn to him and receive forgiveness and life. 

Now the background implied here is that God is the source of life. God is 

the one who sends the rain and the rain sustains and nourishes life and 

prosperity. Listen to the way that Psalm 104 speaks of this in verses 10-

17, "10You make springs gush forth in the valleys; they flow between the 

hills; 11they give drink to every beast of the field; the wild donkeys 

quench their thirst. 12Beside them the birds of the heavens dwell; they 

sing among the branches. 13From your lofty abode you water the 



mountains; the earth is satisfied with the fruit of your work. 14You cause 

the grass to grow for the livestock and plants for man to cultivate, that 

he may bring forth food from the earth 15and wine to gladden the heart 

of man, oil to make his face shine and bread to strengthen man’s heart. 
16The trees of the Lord are watered abundantly, the cedars of Lebanon 

that he planted. 17In them the birds build their nests; the stork has her 

home in the fir trees."   

God waters the earth and life is sustained. God is the Lord and giver of 

life. God is the sustainer of life. God is the source of the fruitfulness of 

the earth and his blessing is the necessary condition for the fruitfulness 

of our lives. In the OT account of the relationship between God and his 

people, God would withhold the rain and bring drought and death if the 

people would forsake him. The fruitfulness of life was a blessing for 

covenant obedience.  

Breaking the covenant by forsaking the Lord would result in God 

withholding the rain with death being the result. In Deuteronomy 28:15 

God had said to his people, “If you will not obey the voice of the LORD 

your God or be careful to do all his commandments and his statutes that 

I command you today, then all these curses shall come upon you and 

overtake you.”  Verse 22, “The LORD will strike you with wasting disease 

and with fever, inflammation and fiery heat, and with drought and with 

blight and with mildew. They shall pursue you until you perish.” Verse 

23, “And the heavens over your head shall be bronze, and the earth 

under you shall be iron.” Verse 24, “The LORD will make the rain of your 

land powder. From heaven dust shall come down on you until you are 

destroyed.” 

This is the context in which we must understand Elijah’s words to King 

Ahab. “As the LORD, the God of Israel lives, before whom I stand, there 

shall be neither dew nor rain these years, except by my word.”  Rain 

gives life and fruitfulness and it comes from the Lord in the context of 

covenant obedience. Disobedience results in drought which results in 

parched fields and barrenness and death.  

And it this is still God’s message to us and through us to the world. Not 

in the literal sense. There is no longer a direct discernable relationship 

between obedience and rain and disobedience and drought – although 



in general terms drought is the result of sin. But Jesus tells us in 

Matthew 5:45 that our Father “makes his sun to rise on the evil and on 

the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust.” There is a 

difference between the OT situation and the NT situation when it comes 

to the direct relationship between blessing and prosperity and cursing 

and lean and barren years. 

But as with so many other NT teachings, there is a more profound 

application of these truths. The message that Jesus brought and that we 

are to live by and declare to the world is essentially the same as the 

message of Elijah to Ahab and the people of Israel. Jesus spoke of 

himself as the source of life-giving water and he warned that to follow 

other gods was to live in the realm of death and barrenness. To the 

woman at the well Jesus said, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be 

thirsty again, but whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will 

never be thirsty again. The water that I will give him will become a 

spring of water welling up to eternal life.” In John 7:37ff Jesus 

proclaimed, “If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink. Whoever 

believes in me as the Scripture has said, Out of his heart will flow rivers 

of living water.’” And John explains, “Now this he said about the Spirit, 

whom those who believed in him were to receive….”  

A life lived in disobedience to God is a life of a thirst that is not 

quenched. The imagery of drought is not developed in this connection, 

but the warnings are of severe punishment described in terms of the 

wrath of God, perishing, destruction, death, condemnation and 

unquenchable thirst. The rich man who died and went to hell asked for 

Lazarus to come and “dip the end of his finger in water and cool [his] 

tongue” (Luke 16:24)  

What Elijah was bringing to Ahab was the message that the wages of sin 

is death, which is the message of the Bible to us and through us as well. 

In Jesus we receive living water which is eternal life. Apart from him is 

the absence of life – the realm of darkness and death. The hope for 

those who trust in Jesus is taught in Revelation 7:16-17 “They shall 

hunger no more, neither thirst anymore the sun shall not strike them, 

nor any scorching heat. [that is certainly the imagery of drought] For the 

Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide 



them to springs of living water and God will wipe away every tear from 

their eyes.” 

Now Elijah came to King Ahab with a message of the judgment of God 

upon the Ahab’s sin especially the sin of idolatry and all that went with 

it. Idolatry is the worship of false gods, and trusting in false gods to be 

the source of life. Implicit in that message was a call to repentance. And 

that is always the case in the Bible. The warnings are given as calls to 

repentance. The warnings are given because God does not wish “that 

any should perish, but that all should reach repentance.” Jesus’ message 

was full of warning. But he had come, sent by his Father, so that people 

might come to repentance, believe on him and not perish. Jesus gave 

his own life and the Father gave his own Son so that whoever would 

believe on Jesus would not perish but have eternal life. 

There are a lot of warnings in Scripture. But these warnings are 

motivated by God’s grace and mercy and they all anticipate Jesus and 

his mission because it is in him that we escape the punishments that are 

the consequences of sin. The fruitfulness of the earth in response to the 

rain is a symbol of the abundant life that is promised to believers who 

trust and obey. The parched earth that is the result of drought points to 

the barrenness and death that is the result of living part from God. The 

idols that are so attractive to us are powerless to fulfill what they 

promise. But the living God who speaks is the source of life and of 

salvation and fruitfulness and true and eternal wellbeing. May we 

respond to Elijah’s announcement of God’s judgment by repenting of 

our idols and learning to trust in and to live for the living God. 


