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A KING, A PROPHET, AND GOD 
1 Kings 16:29-2 Kings 2:14 
 
 
Drawing on the existing history of the Jewish people’s idolatries, the story of Ahab and Elijah 
forgoes the expected introductions of characters and setting to instead move immediately into a 
contest between God/Elijah and Baal/Ahab. We will begin our study of Ahab and Elijah’s story by 
exploring that contest in 1 Kings chapters seventeen and eighteen.  
 

The story – 1 Kings 16:29-18:46 
• 1 Kings 16:29-34 introduces Ahab as a man “who did more to provoke the LORD, the God of 

Israel, to anger than all the kings of Israel who were before him”1 (1 Kings 16:33) and gives 
two examples of his antagonistic actions: 

o He embraced, and promoted, worship of the Canaanite god Baal (1 Kings 16:31-32). 
o He sanctioned the disregard of God’s commands, symbolized through the rebuilding 

of Jericho (1 Kings 16:34; Joshua 6:26). 
 

 
• 1 Kings 17 narrates God commissioning Elijah to initiate a contest between Himself and Baal 

and reveals the unexpected ways God demonstrated His unique sovereignty. 
o God initiated the contest between Himself and Baal by announcing that He was 

sending a long drought against Israel (1 Kings 17:1-2; 18:1), an act directly challenging 
Baal’s control of the rains. 

o God protected and provisioned Elijah in unlikely ways – He employed unclean ravens 
(1 Kings 17:3-7; cf. Leviticus 11:15; Deuteronomy 14:14) and a destitute and 
desperate Sidonian widow (1 Kings 17:7-24; cf. 1 Kings 16:31). 

• In 1 Kings 18, God reasserts His rule over Israel by using His contest with Baal to reveal Baal’s 
powerlessness and His overwhelming sovereign power. 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 

The word ba’al is a general word meaning ‘Lord’ that the Old 
Testament often used in reference to the chief god of the Canaanite 
pantheon, Baal (cf. Judges 2:11-13; 2 Samuel 5:20). Baal was the 
storm god who controlled the rains and, consequently, the fertility 
of the land. He was associated with lightening and fire and, because 
of conflict with other gods, was believed to die and be reborn 
annually in connection with the harvest cycle. 
 
The reproduction of an image found in Ras Shamra in 1932, depicts 
Baal, the storm God, holding a club in his right hand while holding a 
lance in his left hand that extends upward like lightening. 
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o Chapter eighteen begins with a portrait of Ahab and Jezebel as powerless troublers of 
Israel who ironically assign their problems to Elijah (1 Kings 18:1-19). 

o In a long and darkly humorous section describing the contest between the prophets 
of Baal and God’s prophet Elijah, the text uses a number of contrasts to reveal God’s 
(re)conquest of His people from Baal’s influence (1 Kings 18:20-40). 

§ Baal’s worshippers believed Baal, the storm god, controlled rain and fire (in 
the form of lightening) yet the contest revealed God’s absolute control over 
both rain and fire (cf. 1 Kings 17:1; 18:1, 36-38, 41-45).  

§ While the contest focused on the sacrifice of bulls, the narrative pictures the 
sacrifice of the prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18:28, 40). 

§ Elijah slaughtered all of the prophets of Baal in contrast to Jezebel’s 
unsuccessfull attempt to kill all of God’s prophets (1 Kings 18:4, 13, 40). 

o Confronted with God’s absolute sovereignty, Ahab’s attitude toward God changed (1 
Kings 18:41-46; cf. 2 Samuel 15:1). 

 

The text 
• The author of story of Ahab and Elijah in 1 Kings 17-18 emphasizes the seriousness of the 

situation confronting Elijah by narrating it in a way that echoes Joshua’s challenge to the 
Israelites near the end of his tenure leading the nation (1 Kings 18:20-21; Joshua 24:14-15). 

• Even though the story narrates the contest for the heart of the Israelites (cf. 1 Kings 18:21), 
the author composed it with a number of contrasts/ironies that prepare readers for God’s 
victory. Consider: 

o God feeds Elijah and the Sidonian widow while Ahab cannot feed his animals. 
o Jezebel attempts to kill all of God’s prophets while God does kill all of Jezebel’s 

prophets. 
o Baal, the storm god, cannot bring rain nor fire while God controls both rain and fire. 
o Baal cannot protect his prophets while God brings people back to life.  
o Jezebel is from Sidon while God uses a Sidonian widow to safeguard Elijah. 
o Ahab follows Baal at the beginning of the narrative while he follows God at the end. 

EXPLORATION 
• How does God respond to Ahab in the 

narrative in 1 Kings 16:29-18:46 and 
what do you think it might reveal to us 
about how God interacts with people? 

• What references to previous 
events/stories in the Bible do you find in 
1 Kings 16:29-18:46 and how might 
those references inform our reading of 
the story? 

• What might we learn from God’s use of 
humor and irony in 1 Kings 17-18? 
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