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ELIJAH AT HOREB 1

Elijah had won a great victory for God on Mount Carmel. He had

convinced everyone there that the God of Israel was the only true god, and

that Baal was powerless and useless.

But not everyone was there. Ahab went home and told his wife Jezebel

all that had happened. He did not forget to mention that Elijah had killed

her four hundred and fifty prophets of Baal.

Jezebel reacted. She sent a mesenger to Elijah, swearing (in the name

of her gods) that tomorrow she would see that he joined them. This time

he did not wait for any message from God to reassure protection or tell

him where to hide, he ran away. The man who, knowing that he had God

behind him, was not afraid of hundreds including the king with the people

against him, was now, with the people supporting him, scared of that

woman! Most of all, he was afraid that if she had her way and killed him

the people would return to Baal!

The disillusionment was painful (as disillusionment always is to all of

us). He had not won such a great victory after all, and felt terrribly

depressed. All his efforts had been wasted! He decided to go to Mount

Sinai (Horeb), 2 to where God had appeared to the people – there

national worship of God had started, and look now at what had happened!

There alone he might pour out his soul to God.

He fled for his life with an attendant whom he left at Beersheba, and

then continued alone in the desert. He cried to God ‘Take my life, as I am

1. Exceptionally the footnotes to this story act as a necessary commentary,
because the story makes little sense without explanation.

2. Sinai and Horeb are two different names for the same place.
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no better than my ancestors’, 3 but an angel appeared on two occasions

and gave him food and water. On that alone he survived for forty days

and forty nights till he arrived at Mount Horeb and entered a cave there.

He rested, then God spoke to him. ‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’

He replied ‘I have fought hard for God, for the people of Israel have

forsaken your covenant, destroyed your altars and killed your neviim, so

that I am now left alone the last one, and they are trying to kill me.’

The reply came ‘Go outside and stand before God on the mountain,

because he is about to pass by.’

First came a hurricane, a wind that smashes rocks and mountains, but

God was not in the hurricane.

Then came a tremendous noise, 4 but God was not in the noise.

Next came a fire, but God was not in the fire.

Finally Elijah heard a calm quiet voice. At this he hid his face in his

cloak, went out and stood at the entrance to the cave. 5 There he heard

a voice that said once again ‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’6

He had not understood, and gave the same reply:

‘I have fought hard for God, for the people of Israel have forsaken your

covenant (contract), destroyed your altars and killed your neviim, so that

I am now left alone the last one, and they are trying to kill me.’

3. See appendix.

4. Or perhaps an earthquake, the word is the same in Hebrew.

5. Accepting God is not taught by shouting but by speaking calmly and quietly.
It may be necessary first to shout or present some great spectacle, as he had done
on Mount Carmel, in order to get people to listen, and for that reason the fire had
come down there to help him, but we do not worship God because he sends down
fire from heaven which Baal could not do. We worship him for what he stands
for, justice and good behaviour, which must be taught quietly. Elijah did not get
the message.

6. Moses came here to plead for the people. Elijah came to complain about them.
He should have been in Israel teaching people who, after Carmel, might be
willing to listen.
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Then God told him what to do:

‘Go back the way you came, and go to Damascus where you are to

anoint Hazael as king of Aram; anoint Jehu son of Nimshi as king of

Israel, and Elisha from Abel Meholah as a navi to replace you. 7 Jehu

will kill those who escape Hazael, an Elisha those who escape Jehu.

‘I will leave seven thousand in Israel who have neither bowed down to

Baal nor kissed him.’ 8

On his return he met Elisha who was ploughing a field, and threw his

cloak to him. Elisha said ‘I will kiss my father and mother, and follow

you. Elijah tried to dissuade him but he insisted, abandoned the ploughs,

followed Elijah, and served as his attendant. 9

7. Elijah was worried about God. He was the last remaining navi, so how could
God possibly manage without him? He was told that God could manage, he was
not indispensable. Eventually he passed on the job of anointing Hazael and Jehu
to Elisha, who much later became his successor.

8. Not all the people had gone completely wrong. If these seven thousand had
also abandoned God they at least had not betrayed him by worshipping Baal, and
they could be brought back. He also forgot Judah, although at Carmel he had used
twelve stones to represent all twelve tribes. He lacked tolerance, and could only
conceive of people as all good or all bad.

9. The attendant was a sort of apprentice (as Joshua was to Moses) who would
serve his master and at the same time learn from him.
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Appendix

[This section should not be read to younger children as it will confuse

them. The theory is not conclusive and only a suggestion, and should

not automatically be taken as fact.]

WHO WAS ELIJAH?

1. We are not told who his father was, nor from which tribe he came. We are

usually told one or the other.

2. He came from the residents of Gilead. The usual word for inhabitants is¼Î IÆ DI¼D¼Î.
The word ¼Æ LI¼D ¼f is used (along wih ¼ÝIU) to mean a foreign resident as against

a native. (The only other use is along with ¼Ý¼Î HÐ LK to mean a resident employee

who is not one of the family.)

3. He remarked ‘I am no better than my fathers’. Who were they?

4. Perfection is demanded of a convert, who sets himself a high standard and in

turn then expects it of others, and is liable to be intolerant, as Elijah was,

when he was aware of the absence of perfection.

5. The very name ¼X ¼ÉL[ HÑ ¥Å means ‘GOD (the holy name we do not use today but

they did then) is my god’. This might be a name given at birth, but is also a

suitable name adopted by a repentant or a convert.

We have arguments suggesting a convert, admittedly weak and without proof,

but taken all together there is a hint. Elijah, intolerant but one hundred per cent

sincere, did not die but went up to heaven alive. Malachi at the end of his book

implies that he is floating around the world learning tolerance, and so in the end

will be the one to reconcile parents and children, or as we say today, to bridge the

generation gap.
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