
INTRODUCTION:  

Michael Johnson / Tom Thibadeu story  

 

In general, I really dislike celebrity culture, but apparently I’m a sucker for sports 

figures. We put people on a pedestal because of their fame or notoriety, when by 

nature, they are just like we are. Friends, the Bible, in its portrayal of Biblical figures, 

is quick to point out that those whom God has used throughout biblical history are 

really no different than you and me.  

 

In fact, in regard to Elijah, who we’re going to study in 1 Kings 19, James says, 

“Elijah was a man with a nature like ours.”  

 

The likely reason that James points out Elijah’s humanity is the weakness that we see 

in him in 1 Kings 19. In chapter 18, we see Elijah confronting the prophets of Baal 

on the mountaintop. In chapter 19, he’s running for his life. In chapter 18, Elijah is 

confident in God’s power. In chapter 19, he’s broken and discouraged. That 

shouldn’t surprise us, when we consider our own foils and frailty. What the Scripture 

would have us learn from this struggling prophet is not simply more about human 

nature and how Elijah went from the highest of highs to the lowest of lows, but 

rather more about God’s nature, who he is and why we can trust him. Specifically, 

that when darkness and doubt settle in, you must cling to the goodness and 

sovereignty of God.       

 

Context: This morning, we’re parachuting down into the conclusion of an episode in 

the ministry of Elijah, prophet of the Lord to the northern kingdom of Israel. It’s a 

dark time in salvation history. The glorious reign of both King David and King 

Solomon were well in the rear-view mirror. The nation of Israel has been split into 



northern and southern kingdoms. The northern kingdom is now ruled by Ahab, the 

evilest in a string of really evil kings, along with his Phoenician wife, Jezebel. 

Together, Ahab and Jezebel are re-Canaanizing the Promised Land. They installed 

the worship of Baal, the Phoenician storm God, as the state religion, even building a 

temple to Baal in Israel. God’s people have deserted their covenant Lord and are in 

bed with Baal.   

 

In chapter 17, Elijah confronted King Ahab with the severe judgment of the Lord, 

that there would be no rain in Israel except by Elijah’s word. Of course, Elijah’s 

prophetic word is indeed the Word of the Lord, confirmed by his pronouncement of 

God’s judgment coming to pass. The heavens shut its doors and the rains ceased to 

fall. Even the morning dew stopped accumulating.  

  

In chapter 18, after a 3-and-a-half-year drought, Elijah re-emerged from hiding and 

facilitated a contest between Baal and Yahweh, the God of Israel. Of course, the Lord 

proved himself to be the one true God and Baal an imposter. He sent fire from 

heaven that incinerated a soggy sacrifice when Baal couldn’t muster even a spark. 

Following the Lord’s victory, Elijah orders the death penalty for 450 leaders of the 

Baal cult. Surely now, national revival is imminent. Surely, after seeing or hearing 

what God did on Carmel, God’s people would come back to him en masse. Surely, 

after the Lord provided the rain again, as he does at the end of chapter 18, God’s 

people would recognize and worship him as the only true and living God. Surely, 

after the sobering judgment of God in the execution of the 450 prophets of Baal, 

Ahab and Jezebel would come to their senses.  

 

That’s what Elijah expected to happen. The last verse of chapter 18 tells us that 

Elijah gathered up his cloak and ran before Ahab to Jezreel. Jezreel was the capital 



of the northern kingdom at that time and the location of Ahab and Jezebel’s palace. 

Because of God’s victory on Mt Carmel and his sending of the rain again, the 

Scripture implies that Elijah traveled to Jezreel expecting 1 of 2 things to happen: 

Either Ahab and Jezebel were going to recognize the folly of their idolatry and turn 

to the Lord, or the people, convicted of their false worship, would rise up to remove 

them from power. Elijah expected revival.  

 

Read 1 Kings 19:1-2 

 

Any hopes that Ahab and Jezebel would repent are immediately dashed. Instead of 

softening toward the Lord, Jezebel’s heart grew harder. The evidence of God’s 

supremacy over Baal didn’t faze her. The slaughter of the prophets of Baal didn’t 

sober her. It enraged her. Instead of revival, we read that what consumed Jezebel’s 

heart was retribution. She uttered an oath by her gods that by this time tomorrow, 

Elijah’s fate would match that of the dead prophets of Baal.  

 

Not only was Jezebel’s heart was utterly unmoved by God’s victory and Baal’s defeat 

on Mt. Carmel, there was no widespread return of Israel’s hearts toward the Lord.  

 

Friends, Jezebel’s stony heart should remind us that miracles by themselves do not 

and cannot give life to those who are spiritually dead. Clear evidence of the 

supernatural, power-displaying works of God do not, on their own, remove a heart 

of stone from a sinner and replace it with a heart of flesh that longs for God. Even 

divine signs and miracles must be accompanied by the grace of God and the power 

of the Spirit to grant the new birth.  

Back to the story. Let’s continue reading to see Elijah’s response to Jezebel. 

 



Read 1 Kings 19:3 

 

For the first time in the story thus far, we see the human weakness of Elijah. Also for 

the first time in the story, Elijah acted on his own initiative, rather than in response 

to God’s word. He saw the threat, and he ran. Rather than think theologically as he 

had done thus far in the story, it seems as if Elijah was thinking circumstantially. He 

only saw what was before him. He realized that Carmel did not bring national 

revival. He heard that Jezebel was defiant in her hatred for God. He saw the 

imminent threat against his life, and so he ran. Elijah ran as far south as he could 

while remaining in the Promised Land – to Beersheba at the southern tip of Judah. 

As far away from Jezebel as possible. As far away from the location of his prophetic 

ministry as possible. Into the wilderness wandered a broken, despondent man.  

 

Read 1 Kings 19:4-5 

 

Physically and spiritually depleted, Elijah plopped himself down under a broom tree 

and prayed that the Lord would take his life. “It is enough; now, O Lord, take away 

my life, for I am no better than my fathers.” “My ancestors are dead, and I am no 

better than they are. I am as good as dead already.” Elijah was isolated. He was 

lonely. He was disillusioned. The darkness and doubt had settled in.  

 

It’s at this point in the story where we easily identify with Elijah. Who among us has 

not struggled with discouragement and hopelessness? For some of you, depression 

is a common struggle. You live most days feeling as if the cloud of gloom will not 

lift. Perhaps you walked in this morning, and you simply did not have the strength 

to sing and pray. Whether you’re a pessimist or an optimist, whether you see your 

glass as half empty or half full, whether you came this morning with “full or empty 



hands” – all of us know what it is to be discouraged and disillusioned. All of us have 

had our dreams crushed at some point in our life. All of us knows what it feels like 

when the rug is pulled out from under us, when the Lord, in his providence, takes or 

denies what is precious to us.     

The question is not whether you and I will encounter circumstances or seasons that 

rock our world and tempt us to be discouraged. The question is how will we 

respond in these seasons? What will we believe about our God? What is our hope 

when the darkness and doubt settle in?  

 

This dilemma now confronts Elijah, as it has during his entire story. How will the 

Lord show himself to be God now?” In chapter 17, The Lord proved himself to Elijah 

by sending the drought in answer to his prayer. He demonstrated his sovereignty 

and goodness at the Brook Cherith when ravens catered his meals and at the 

widow’s house in Zarephath when the flour and the oil miraculously replenished 

themselves. In chapter 18, we read that God showcased his power and grace on Mt. 

Carmel. What will he now do in the desert with his despairing servant? How does 

the Lord desire to display himself to you and me when darkness and doubt settle 

in?  

 

1. God deals tenderly with the brokenhearted. 

 

Read 1 Kings 19:5-7 

 

First, he fed him when he was weak. No doubt, Elijah was exhausted and hungry. 

Perhaps his hunger had even contributed to his despair. So the Lord sends his angel 

to nourish and sustain Elijah. The Lord dealt with Elijah with great compassion. We 

also see here that God’s compassion is accompanied by his wisdom. Notice what the 



angel of the Lord does not do. The angel doesn’t chide Elijah. He doesn’t give him a 

theological lecture. He simply feeds him. The Lord knew that’s what Elijah needed. 

His immediate need was physical.  

 

Brothers and sisters, our Lord’s wise compassion should comfort your heart this 

morning. The Lord doesn’t only care about your spiritual life. He isn’t merely 

concerned about your growth in Christ. He also delights to meet your physical 

needs. He is eager to sustain us with physical and material kindness so that we 

might glorify him with our lives. God has created us as physical beings, and so we 

need physical nourishment and rest and renewal to have our spiritual wits about us.  

 

This passage reminds us that in times of discouragement and fatigue, the Lord often 

sets tangible evidence of his kindness before us. He often lifts up our head and 

recharges our batteries through physical sustenance and rest in order that he might 

then renew our soul.  

 

Friend, you would be wise to recognize and look for these signs of God’s kindness 

and gratefully take advantage of them. Sometimes the most spiritual thing a person 

can do is to get a good night’s sleep. Sometimes the thing that will help the most in 

the moment of crisis is to go out to restaurant and get something good to eat. It’s 

remarkable how differently I think about a discouraging situation late at night versus 

in the morning after a good night’s sleep.  

 

Illustration: Kids being sick but unable to communicate what their need truly is.  

 

I as a parent am limited in my wisdom to know how to properly care for my sick 

kids. But is not so with our Lord. He knows exactly what you need and when you 



need it. So trust him and be thankful. Our God isn’t a stingy miser. He isn’t a cruel 

taskmaster. He is a wise Father who is unflinchingly good, even when circumstances 

cloud your view of him.  

 

God’s tenderly strengthens his despairing servant through physical provision.  

 

There is yet more, perhaps less obvious way that the Lord deals tenderly with the 

broken hearted, and it happens when he meets God. In order to get there, we have 

to first understand what’s going on from here at the broom tree to the mountain. 

 

Read 1 Kings 19:8-14 

 

The angel of the Lord indicated to Elijah in verse 7 that the 2nd meal he gave him 

were designed to sustain Elijah on a long journey. Elijah ate the meal and then 

traveled 40 days to Horeb. You might not have recognized the name of this 

mountain right away, because it is most often called another name – Mt. Sinai. 

Mount Horeb was the location where God appeared to Moses in a burning bush 

and called him to lead his people out of Egypt. Mt. Horeb was the location that God 

established his covenant relationship with Israel as a nation. The narrator calls Horeb 

the mountain of God because it was here that God revealed himself powerfully to 

his people.  

 

By indicating that Elijah went to Horeb, the narrator of this story wants to cast our 

mind’s eye back to Moses. Even the detail about Elijah’s 40-day journey in the 

wilderness reminds us of Israel’s 40-yr wilderness wandering because of her 

rebellion. Not only that, Moses twice met with Yahweh on Horeb or Sinai for 40 

days, receiving the instructions of the covenant. During the 2nd 40-day stint on 



Horeb, Moses interceded for the people in response to their rebellion, not drinking 

food or water for that time. Friends, Elijah’s 40-day journey was symbolic, designed 

to remind us of earlier events in salvation history that illuminate what exactly 

brought Elijah to Mount Horeb.   

 

In a sense, the Scripture presents Elijah as a new Moses. By all of this symbolism, the 

Holy Spirit wants us to realize that something covenantal is going on. Yet, instead of 

interceding for the people as Moses did, Elijah came to Horeb to do the exact 

opposite! He came to indict God’s people, to accuse them of breaking God’s 

covenant with them.  

 

Notice that twice, in verses 9 and 13, the Lord asks Elijah, “What are you doing here, 

Elijah?”  

 

Any time the Lord asks someone a question, it’s not because God doesn’t know the 

answer. “What in the world are you doing here, Elijah (bewildered)?” When God asks 

someone a question, it’s always for the benefit of the one he’s asking. In this case, 

for Elijah’s good. But not in a correcting or chiding way as if Elijah shouldn’t be 

there - “What are you doing here, Elijah?” or that Elijah should be somewhere else, 

“What are you doing here, Elijah?” God would not have authorized Elijah’s journey to 

Horeb by sending his angel to give him food if he didn’t want him to be there. God 

led Elijah to Horeb, and his repeated question about Elijah’s purpose for coming 

brackets His own arrival on the mountain. The exchange has a formal, ceremonial 

feel to it. The Lord is formally inviting Elijah to state the purpose of why he had 

come to the mountain.  

 



Elijah answered the Lord honestly and transparently with identical answers to the 

question in verses 10 and 14:  

“I have been very jealous for the Lord, the God of hosts. For the people of 

Israel have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your 

prophets with the sword, and I, even I only, am left, and they seek my life, to 

take it away.” 

 

One popular interpretation of this passage is that Elijah is petulant, whining about 

his difficult circumstances. That his ego is inflated, that he’s gotten too big for his 

britches. But I don’t think that’s what is going on here. Yes, Elijah was discouraged, 

even despondent before the angel served his meals. Yes, it’s true that Elijah’s 

complaint against Israel wasn’t entirely accurate. He was not the only one left, even 

if that’s how it appeared to him as he ran for his life. But Elijah came to the 

mountain with a covenantal purpose. Elijah is baring his soul before the Lord and 

charging Israel with apostasy. Like other prophets throughout the OT, Elijah is a 

prosecutor of the covenant. He’s laying formal charges against those who have 

broken faith with their covenant Lord. Moses came to Horeb to establish the 

covenant, and Elijah comes to Horeb to indict Israel for breaking it.  

 

Friends, God’s tenderness may not be as obvious in his question to Elijah as it is 

when he sent his angel to provide Elijah’s meal. I understand that.  But when you 

see the covenantal imagery and the reason why Elijah came to Horeb, you start to 

understand that Yahweh’s question, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” wasn’t a 

passive-aggressive rebuke. It was an invitation from the Almighty to beleaguered 

Elijah, so that Elijah might state his case against Israel. And so Elijah honestly, 

transparently laid out his burden before the Lord. God’s question, “What are you 



doing here,” was not only covenantal, it was pastoral. Our Lord deals tenderly 

toward the brokenhearted.  

 

Illustration: Hadley being hurt / My response     

 

Beloved, that small, imperfect example of fatherly tenderness reflects the tenderness 

of our God. Psalm 147 says that the One who determines the number of stars and 

gives to all of them their names also heals the brokenhearted and binds up their 

wounds.  

 

When Jesus Christ walked this earth, he was full of compassion to the broken. He 

cried,  

“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” 

 “A bruised reed our Lord will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not quench.” 

Have you come to church this morning bruised by sin or suffering? Come, pour out 

your heart to Jesus, and he will not break you. Are you the smoldering candle whose 

flame is all but extinguished? Come to Jesus, friend. He will not snuff you out. 

Instead, he will mercifully and tenderly blow gospel grace into your life so that you 

might burn brightly once again.  

 

Brothers and sisters, Jesus spent 40 days in the wilderness and emerged a far better 

covenant representative than Moses or Elijah. He never succumbed to the 

temptation of the evil one when he was without food and water for those days. 

Throughout his life, the Son of God experienced far greater pain and sorrow and 

rejection than Elijah, even the ultimate rejection when he was crucified by his own. 

Yet he never fell into sinful despondency. Even in the Garden of Gethsemane when 

he faced before him the prospect of the cross, He prayed, “Father, remove this cup 



from me. Nevertheless, not what I will, but what you will.” As our high priest who 

lived in our place and died for our sin, Jesus is able to sympathize with our 

weaknesses. He has every reason to indict us because of our rebellion, but instead 

he pleads his own righteousness before the Father. Having paid for our sin on the 

cross, the risen Jesus sits at the right hand of God as our Advocate. He invites us to 

come confidently into the presence of God to find grace and mercy in time of need.  

 

1.  God is always working, even if in quiet and hidden ways.  

 

Sandwiched in between the Lord’s questions and Elijah’s answers, is the arrival of the 

Lord on the mountain. Verse 11,  

And he said, “Go out and stand on the mount before the Lord.” And behold, 

the Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind tore the mountains and 

broke in pieces the rocks before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind. 

And after the wind an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake. 

And after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire. And after the 

fire the sound of a low whisper. 

 

Make no mistake, the Lord certainly sent the wind, and the earthquake, and the fire. 

In fact, all of these elements were signs of God’s activity in the OT and often 

accompanied his arrival. Just days before this event on Horeb, God revealed himself 

as the God of fire on Mt. Carmel. On this very mountain – on Horeb - The Lord 

appeared to Moses in fiery bush in Exodus 3. When God descended on this same 

mountain when he gave Moses the law, there was a fierce storm, which no doubt 

included the wind. Exodus 19 says that the Mt Sinai was wrapped in smoke because 

the Lord descended on it in fire, and the whole mountain trembled greatly.  

 



Yet, in this theophany - in this appearance of God - even though the wind broke the 

huge rocks of the mountain in pieces, the Lord wasn’t in the wind. Even though the 

earthquake shook the mountain like a ragdoll, the Lord wasn’t in the earthquake. 

Even though the fire crackled with searing heat, the Lord was not in the fire. But 

after all this loud, cataclysmic activity, there was a hush...and then the sound of a 

low whisper. We’re not told explicitly that God is in the voice, but clearly this still, 

small voice signaled to Elijah that God had arrived. The point is not what God said in 

that moment, but the contrast of the almost imperceptible whisper from the noise 

of the wind, earthquake and fire.  

 

Just as Elijah expected God to work powerful revival after Carmel, perhaps he came 

to Horeb expecting a dramatic, explosive revelation of God. If God wasn’t going to 

act in revival, surely he would rise up as the Divine Warrior and bring justice in 

response to Elijah’s indictment of the people. But that was not how the Lord came. 

Just as soon as you would expect the God of fire, he comes in a whispering voice.  

 

Brothers and sisters, even though God can reveal himself in dramatic ways, his work 

is most often marked by the quiet presence of his Word. What do you look for 

when you want to know and experience the Lord? Don’t go looking for signs and 

wonders. Don’t go looking for the spectacular and cataclysmic. Instead, listen to his 

voice through his Word.  

 

After Elijah indicts Israel for her treachery, the voice of the Lord speaks again in 

verses 15-19 and tells us the point of the gentle whisper:   

And the Lord said to him, “Go, return on your way to the wilderness of 

Damascus. And when you arrive, you shall anoint Hazael to be king over Syria. 

And Jehu the son of Nimshi you shall anoint to be king over Israel, and Elisha 



the son of Shaphat of Abel-meholah you shall anoint to be prophet in your 

place. And the one who escapes from the sword of Hazael shall Jehu put to 

death, and the one who escapes from the sword of Jehu shall Elisha put to 

death. Yet I will leave seven thousand in Israel, all the knees that have not 

bowed to Baal, and every mouth that has not kissed him.” 

 

The point of the God’s presence in the quiet whisper and absence in the loud signs 

is this: The Lord is not going to rise up in loud, violent, immediate judgment against 

Ahab or against God’s people. Rather God tells Elijah that the overthrow of Ahab’s 

throne will come as God’s word quietly directs history. This judgment won’t come 

through fire, but through the providential working of God among the nations and 

the political order.  

 

Another reason that I take a positive view of Elijah’s response to the Lord’s 

questions here is that I think the Lord agrees with Elijah’s conclusion! It’s as if he 

says, “Yes, Elijah, my people have broken my covenant. Yes, Ahab’s house must fall, 

but it will come through my quiet, almost imperceptible word working in history 

through those whom you anoint.” Baal worship will be overthrown through Hazael 

the future King of Syria, Jehu the future king of Israel, and Elisha, the future prophet. 

These two kings and one prophet will be the Lord’s instruments of judgment upon 

Israel. Elijah’s role is now to prepare the way for others.  

 

Yet, even as the Lord directs history by his word of judgment, so the Lord speaks a 

word of mercy that he will preserve a righteous remnant in Israel. 7,000 in Israel who 

have not bowed the knee to Baal. Even though Elijah, couldn’t see it, God had 

preserved a people for himself. God was at work all along. His kingdom purposes, 

even in mustard seed form, would not fail.  



 

Application: If you’re like me, you’re tempted to doubt God when you can’t see His 

“obvious” hand at work. If God is not doing something spectacular and amazing or 

at least obvious, you’re tempted to think he isn’t doing nothing at all. But this 

passage teaches us that God often works through the quiet, hidden ways.  

 

Friend, this truth is one reason why you should study church history. In the 14th 

century, Oxford professor, John Wycliffe, challenged the moral bankruptcy of the 

papacy and insisted that the Scriptures be translated and read in the vernacular 

language of the people, not just in Latin. Wycliffe died having never taken his 

teachings beyond England, but the quiet, hidden ways of God were just getting 

started. As a result of the English King marrying a Bohemian princess, students 

began from Bohemia began to study at Oxford, where they picked up Wycliffe’s 

writings and took them back home. A man by the name of Jan Hus, who became 

Rector of the University of Prague, read Wycliffe’s works, and the Lord lit a fire in his 

heart, and Hus began to preach and write about what the Bible says about the 

church and salvation.  

 

In 1415, the Catholic church burned Hus at the stake at the Council of Constance.  

Hus: “You may roast this goose [Hus = goose], but a hundred years from now a 

swan will arise whose singing you will not be able to silence.” Just over a hundred 

years later on October 31, 1517, a German monk named Martin Luther 

inconspicuously nailed 95 theses about the abuses of the Catholic church to the 

door of the chapel in Wittenberg, Germany. Luther’s actions lit a spark that enflamed 

reformation of the true church of Jesus Christ throughout Europe. This time, the 

Catholic church could not silence the swan, the gospel of grace was recovered. We 

sit here today because of the hidden, quiet ways of God’s word at work throughout 



history. 

 

 Beloved, what is true on that grand scale is also true in your life. Just because God 

isn’t working in the ways that you expected or the ways that you hoped is not a 

barometer to gauge whether he’s working at all. You may see 1 or 2 ways that God 

is at work, but he is working in thousands of ways that are imperceptible to our 

immediate gaze.  

 

So brother, sister, entrust yourself to the Lord’s quiet, merciful sovereignty. Don’t put 

God in a box, as if he must work in the way you want in the timing you want. That’s 

a guaranteed recipe for discouragement. Instead trust that he is working through his 

Word to accomplish purposes. Don’t let our society’s obsession with the “now” 

condition your heart to expect that of God. Often, God’s ways are slow to develop, 

but you can be sure that he is always at work, especially through his Word. 

 

So mom and dad, discouraged by your children’s indifference to the things of God, 

keep praying faithfully for your children and be confident that God is quietly 

working his plan. Sunday school teacher, who wonders if what your teaching has any 

effect on those who attend your class, trust that the Lord is quietly bringing about 

his purposes through your teaching of the word. Brother elder who serves our 

church faithfully, don’t be discouraged when your labor seems to fall flat and your 

teaching on deaf ears. You can be confident that the hidden, quiet work of God will 

bear fruit in this church.  

 

Beloved, Elijah never saw the final fruit of his labor. When God brought him home, 

Israel was still as idolatrous as ever and a wicked king still sat on the throne. Yet, 

hundreds of years later, Elijah would stand on another mountain. It wasn’t Mount 



Carmel or Mount Horeb. In fact, we don’t know the exact location. We simply know 

it as the Mount of Transfiguration. There he appeared, along with Moses, as a 

powerful testimony that the Law and the Prophets witness to the supremacy of Jesus 

Christ. On the Mount of Transfiguration, as Jesus was robed in glory, Luke tells us 

that Elijah and Moses spoke with Jesus about his departure, the New Exodus, that he 

was to accomplish at Jerusalem. Finally, Elijah was given a glimpse of the ultimate 

victory over evil. The silent, hidden work of God culminated in a rugged cross and 

an empty tomb.  

 

 


