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AHAB’S PUNISHMENT (CHAPS. 17–18)
Because of his wickedness Ahab was disciplined by God, who used the Prophet Elijah in a remarkable way to bring
Israel back to Himself.

Elijah’s Announcement of Drought (17:1–6)

17:1. Elijah had been and was being prepared by the Lord to demonstrate to all Israel that Yahweh, not Baal, is still
the only true God. Even Elijah’s name, which means “Yahweh is my God,” conveyed that fact! Elijah lived in Gilead
east of the Jordan River near a community called Tishbe. Perhaps as Elijah heard reports of Jezebel’s increasing
maneuverings to replace the worship of the Lord with Baal worship his godly heart was stirred up. God gave him a
mission. Armed with God’s promise he walked westward to Samaria. Bursting into the palace, he hurled his
ultimatum at King Ahab. He claimed that the LORD is the God of Israel, that He is alive (cf. v. 12; 18:10), and that he,
Elijah, was God’s servant. (On the words “As the LORd … lives” see comments on 1:29.) Elijah could confidently
declare that there would be neither dew nor rain because God had promised to withhold these from the land if His
people turned from Him to other gods (Lev. 26:18–19; deut. 11:16–17; 28:23–24). God had apparently revealed to
Elijah that He would honor that promise in Elijah’s day. This would have struck at the heart of Baalism, for Baal-
worshipers believed that their god was the god of rain! The drought, brought on by the true God, showed that He,
not Baal, controls the weather. This was a remarkable demonstration of God’s superiority and of the total
inadequacy and falsehood of Baal worship.

17:2–4. Having made his dramatic announcement, Elijah was told by the LORD to leave Samaria, return eastward,
and hide in a ravine by the wadi Kerith, east of the Jordan River. Elijah had to hide because he would soon be
hunted by the king (cf. 18:10). The exact location of this seasonal brook is not known; it was one of many streams
that flowed during the rainy season but dried up when the weather turned hot. God promised to provide food and
drink for His servant at this unlikely spot.

17:5–6. Elijah obeyed the LORD, who miraculously provided for him as He had promised. God directed ravens, birds
that normally neglect their own young (cf. Job 38:41), to bring bread and meat faithfully to Elijah every morning
and evening. And he drank water from the brook. The Hebrew word for “bread” (leh.em) means food in general,
possibly including berries, fruit, nuts, eggs, etc. Perhaps they were brought from a distance where the drought had
not yet affected the vegetation. Through this unusual manner of nourishing His prophet physically, God was also
nourishing Elijah’s faith for later feats of spiritual strength (see the list “God’s Miracles through Elijah and Elisha,”
near 2 Kings 2:13–14).

Elijah’s Ministry at Zarephath (17:7–24)

17:7. How long Elijah stayed at the brook is not revealed. Sometime later it dried up because of the drought which
lasted three and one-half years in all (Luke 4:25; James 5:17). Elijah had learned that God would miraculously



provide for him, but now he would learn that God could do the same for others—even Gentiles—as well. God was
preparing His servant for a great showdown on Mount Carmel.

17:8–11. Elijah was directed to Zarephath, a town on the Mediterranean coast between Tyre and Sidon in
Phoenicia, the homeland of Jezebel (cf. 16:31) and the heart of Baal-Melqart territory (see the map “Elijah’s
Travels”). Zarephath was 80–90 miles from Kerith. God told Elijah that a widow would feed him (cf. Luke 4:25–26).
Widows were usually poor people; normally they ran out of food first in a famine. This famine had been created by
the drought. Therefore, going to a widow for food was a strange directive. God was again using an unusual source to
feed His prophet.

Obediently Elijah made his way to Zarephath. When he entered the town, he tested the first widow he saw by
asking her for a drink. Her favorable response led him to request a piece of bread.

17:12–16. The widow recognized Elijah as an Israelite and appealed to Yahweh in affirming that she had no bread;
she had only a little flour and oil, enough for a last meal for her son and herself. Here was a Gentile woman in
Phoenicia who believed in the Lord; she said she believed He is alive (As surely as the LORD your God lives; cf. v. 1;
18:10).

Elijah calmed her fears of himself, her hunger, and her imminent death. He asked her to feed him first … and then
use what was left to feed herself and her son. Then he gave her a promise on the authority of the word of God: she
would have food until the drought ended.

Her obedient response demonstrated her faith in the word of the LORD. The Lord honored her faith by fulfilling His
promise miraculously. This miracle of God’s continually supplying flour and olive oil was another polemic (protest)
against Baal, just as was the drought. Baal-worshipers believed he was a fertility god, giving rain to make crops grow.
But he could not overcome the drought to make wheat and olive trees grow. Only the true God could provide flour
and oil in a drought!

17:17–18. Sometime later (cf. v. 7)—again the exact time is not given—tragedy befell Elijah’s hostess. The woman
who owned the house was the widow. Her young son fell ill and finally stopped breathing. Some Bible critics say
the boy was only unconscious, not dead, and that his restoration was therefore not a miracle. However, verses 18,
20, 22–23 make it clear that he had actually died.

The woman had a guilty conscience and immediately concluded that God was punishing her for her sin by killing her
son. This is a common reaction among many people who do not know God’s ways well when personal tragedy
enters their lives (cf. John 9:2–3). What sin she was referring to is not stated.

17:19–21. The boy was small enough to be carried in his mother’s arms. Many homes in Palestine at that time had
guest rooms built on their roofs. It was in one such upper room that Elijah was staying. Elijah’s first prayer (v. 20)
simply expressed his compassion for the woman who, in addition to the trials of the famine, now also had to bear
this tragedy. Implicit in the prayer was the desire that God relieve her of this added burden. Often in cases of
miraculous restoration and healing, God’s servant placed his hand on the afflicted one to indicate that the power of
God in him was passing to the needy individual (e.g., Matt. 8:3). In this instance Elijah out of heartfelt concern
stretched himself out placing the whole body of the lad in contact with his own. Three times Elijah did this, praying
each time that God would restore the boy’s life. Persistence in prayer is a fundamental requisite for obtaining one’s
petitions (cf. Matt. 7:7–8; Luke 11:5–13). It proved effective in this case.

17:22–24. God miraculously restored the boy’s life. This is the first recorded instance in Scripture of restoration to
life of one who had died. Elijah … carried the lad downstairs (the boy was apparently weak) and presented him to
his mother. This miracle proved to the woman that Elijah was indeed a man of God and that the word of the LORD
that Elijah claimed to speak was indeed the truth.



This incident showed the widow and others that the power of the Lord as the true God contrasted greatly with the
impotency of Baal.1

Obadiah’s Search (18:1–15)

18:1–6. In the third and last year of the famine God directed Elijah to present himself to King Ahab. Elijah had God’s
word that He would soon end the drought.

The famine in the land was particularly severe in the capital, Samaria. (Cf. the famine[s] in Elisha’s days, 2 Kings
4:38; 6:25; 7:4; 8:1.) God was directing this calamity especially at the guilty parties, Ahab and Jezebel. This situation
prompted Ahab and his trusted servant, Obadiah, to go in different directions, looking for some grass in the valleys
or near the springs where the most necessary animals (horses and mules) might graze. Obadiah had great
responsibility in Ahab’s court (in charge of Ahab’s palace). Obadiah was also a devout believer in the LORD (but not
the writer of the Bible book of that name). Whether Jezebel knew of Obadiah’s commitment to the Lord is not clear,
but undoubtedly, he and the queen were not close friends. Jezebel’s aim was to replace the worship of Yahweh with
Baal-Melqart worship. Her plan included killing off the LORD‘s prophets (1 Kings 18:4). Obadiah, aware of her
strategy, had hidden 100 prophets of the Lord in caves and was supplying them with food and water—a difficult
task in days of extreme famine and drought. Obviously, there were many in Israel (cf. 19:18) and probably also in
Judah at that time who believed in the Lord, though Israel as a whole had apostatized.

18:7–12a. Obadiah recognized Elijah when they met somewhere outside Samaria; Elijah was a “wanted” man in
Israel. Out of respect for the prophet, Obadiah bowed down to the ground. He could hardly believe he had found
Elijah. Elijah, wanting to talk with Ahab (vv. 1–2), asked Obadiah to announce him to his master. Obadiah, however,
was afraid that Elijah would disappear again. Obadiah explained to the prophet how Ahab had searched for him at
home and abroad (v. 10) to no avail. Obadiah affirmed that fact by the familiar words, As surely as the LORD your
God lives (cf. 17:1, 12). If he reported to his king that Elijah had been found, and then could not produce him (the
Spirit of the LORD may carry you away; cf. 2 Kings 2:16), Ahab would regard Obadiah’s words as a mocking trick and
would probably execute him.

18:12b–15. To convince Elijah that his concern was sincere, Obadiah related proof that he was a devout believer in
the LORD (cf. v. 3) since his youth. Obadiah seemed to think Elijah would have heard about his hiding and feeding the
prophets of the LORD. Perhaps this was known among many of the faithful in Israel, especially the prophets, though
of course not by Jezebel or her sympathizers. Elijah assured Obadiah that he would not disappear but would indeed
stand before Ahab that same day. Elijah’s description of God as the LORD (Yahweh) Almighty who lives and whom
Elijah served (cf. 17:1; 18:36) indicates that he was confident in God’s ability to handle the physical and spiritual
situation in Israel, an assurance that had grown as a result of his experiences at Kerith and Zarephath.
Elijah’s Vindication of the Lord on Mount Carmel (18:16–46)

This popular story of Elijah’s contest with the prophets of Baal is both exciting and extremely significant in the
history of Israel. The first part of this narrative (vv. 16–24) clarifies the reason for the dramatic encounter.

(1) The Issue at Stake.

18:16–18. When Ahab heard Obadiah’s message the king went to meet the prophet; Elijah maintained the initiative
as the spokesman of God to whom the king must submit. In Ahab’s eyes Elijah was the troubler of Israel. Elijah set
the record straight and instructed the king who did not perceive or was not willing to admit that he and his father’s
(Omri’s) family (cf. 16:25–26) were the real reason for Israel’s troubles. Ahab had abandoned the LORD‘S commands
in His Law and had instead followed the Baals. The plural “Baals” refers to local idols of Baal (cf. Jud. 2:11)
sometimes with differing names (e.g., Baal-Berith, Jud. 8:33; Baal-Zebub, 2 Kings 1:2–3, 6, 16). This was the real
issue and the root cause of all the trouble in Israel, spiritual as well as physical.
1 Thomas L. Constable, “1 Kings,” in The Bible Knowledge Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures, ed. J. F. Walvoord and                        
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(2) The Proposed Test (18:19–24).

18:19. In view of Elijah’s directive that Ahab summon the people from all over Israel, it is likely that hundreds, if not
thousands, congregated on Mount Carmel. The Carmel range of mountains, 1,742 feet in elevation at its highest
point, extends about 30 miles to the southeast of modern-day Haifa from the shores of the Mediterranean Sea. It is a
beautiful series of rounded peaks and valleys from which the sea can easily be seen. It is not known exactly where
along this ridge Elijah staged this test; any of several sites is possible; Muḥraka is suggested by many as one of the
more probable sites.

The extent of Baal worship in Israel can be estimated by the number of priests Jezebel regularly fed: 450 prophets of
the male god and 400 … of the female goddess Asherah, Baal’s consort.

18:20–21. Mount Carmel was agreed on by Ahab. It would be a fitting site since it lay between Israel and Phoenicia,
the lands of the deities in question. Also Mount Carmel was regarded by the Phoenicians as the sacred dwelling place
of Baal. No doubt Ahab was highly pleased with this suggested site for the contest because it would have given the
Baal prophets a definite advantage; but this did not worry Elijah. It was also a geographically prominent location and
thus a fit setting for Elijah’s contest.

When all the people had assembled.… Elijah stood before them and challenged them to end their doublemindedness,
wavering between two opinions. It was not good to try to “walk the fence” worshiping two gods. Apparently, the
Israelites thought that if Yahweh let them down they could turn to Baal, and vice versa. Elijah was saying that if One is
the true God and the other false, they should follow the true One wholeheartedly and forget about the impotent
impostor. The people could not argue with this statement, so they said nothing.

18:22–24. Elijah then pointed out that in this contest the odds would be 450 prophets to 1—a humanly impossible
situation in which to win! Elijah knew there were other prophets of Yahweh besides himself (cf. v. 13), but as far as this
contest was concerned he was the only one of the LORD‘S prophets left.

Of the two bulls required, Elijah let his adversaries select their favorite. Each side would prepare to sacrifice its bull as
a burnt offering to its god. Then they would each call on their god and the god who answered by fire would be shown
to be the true God. Baal was supposedly a fertility god, the one who sent rain, caused the crops to grow, and provided
food for his people. He was the one who supposedly sent fire (lightning) from heaven. The three-and-one-half-year
drought and famine had been a great embarrassment to the worshipers of Baal. It seemed as if Elijah and his God
rather than Baal were in control of the fertility of Israel. So, Elijah’s test to Baal’s followers seemed like a good
opportunity to vindicate their god and they readily agreed to it. When the preparations were completed, the test
began.

(3) The False Prophets’ Failure.

18:25–29. All morning Baal’s prophets … called on their god and danced around his altar to arouse him to action. At
noon Elijah began to taunt them, mocking their ineffectiveness. Sarcastically he suggested that Baal was thinking
about other things, or busy (lit., relieving himself), away on a trip (the Phoenician sailors believed Baal traveled with
them on the Mediterranean Sea and elsewhere), or even sleeping! Surprisingly Baal’s prophets responded by
increasing the fervor of their appeals, working themselves into a frenzy. To propitiate their god they mutilated their
own bodies as the custom of pagan worshipers has been for centuries. This continued for three hours (the time for
the Israelites’ evening sacrifice; cf. v. 36, was 3 P.M.), but still there was no response. No one answered or paid
attention; that is, Baal did not respond to their six-hour chanting for lightning, though rain and lightning often come
readily to the Carmel mountain range near the Mediterranean Sea.



(4) Elijah’s Success (18:30–39).

18:30–32. When it was obvious to all that the prophets of Baal had failed, Elijah invited all the people to draw near
and observe what he would do. An altar to the LORD had been built on the site long before but it was in disrepair.
Elijah selected 12 stones, one for each of the tribes. Though the tribes had been divided into two nations they were
still one people in God’s purposes—with a single Lord, a single covenant, and a single destiny. With these stones he
built an altar … and … dug a trench around it … to hold about one-third of a bushel of seed (two seahs equaled about
13 quarts; cf. NIV marg., and a bushel has 32 quarts). Perhaps the trench on each side of the altar could hold that much
seed.

18:33–35. After the bull had been slain and laid … on the wood, Elijah gave another strange directive. He called for
the whole sacrifice and its wood to be soaked with water three separate times. The excess water … even filled the
trench. The water—four large jars filled three times each! —probably was collected from a spring on the mountain or
in the Kishon Valley below (v. 40), or from the Mediterranean Sea. The purpose of this soaking, of course, was to show
everyone present that the burning of the sacrifice that was to take place was not a natural phenomenon or a trick but
was a miracle. Also the time involved in securing the water would have added to the tension of the hour.

18:36–39. At the time of the Israelites’ evening sacrifice (3 P.M.; cf. v. 29), Elijah stepped forward and prayed. Without
any of the theatrics of his adversaries Elijah simply addressed God as one addresses another living person. His words
were designed to demonstrate to the onlookers that all he had done as God’s servant (cf. 17:1; 18:15) had been in
obedience to God’s command and not on the prophet’s own initiative. Elijah simply asked God to show the people
that He is the true God and to turn the hearts of the people back to Himself.

Instantly fire … fell from heaven (lightning), consuming the sacrifice … wood, altar, and even the surrounding soil and
water. Spontaneously the crowd cried out in amazement. Since the LORD (Yahweh) had answered by fire (cf. v. 24);
they acknowledged that He is the true God.

(5) The Consequences (18:40–46).

18:40–42. The Kishon Valley ran parallel to the Carmel range on its north side. There the people slaughtered the false
prophets in obedience to the command of God through Moses (deut. 13:12–15) and Elijah. Previously Elijah had
predicted the drought to Ahab (1 Kings 17:1); now the prophet told the king there would be a heavy rain. Ahab rode
off down the mountain to celebrate the end of the drought by eating and drinking, but Elijah walked back up the
mountain to pray for rain. His posture as he prayed reflected the earnestness of his petition, again for the glory of the
Lord.

18:43–46. Rains normally came from the west off the Mediterranean Sea, so Elijah instructed his servant to look in
that direction. God answered Elijah’s petition as he persevered in prayer. At first the rain cloud was small (like a man’s
hand), but soon the whole sky grew black and heavy rain descended. The torrent evidently overtook Ahab as he rode
in his chariot … to Jezreel, his winter capital about midway between Mount Carmel and Samaria. Elijah overtook him,
running the approximate 25 miles with divinely given energy. Tucking his cloak into his belt enabled him to run
without tripping over the long garment (cf. comments on “Brace yourself like a man” in Job 38:3; 40:7).

Because of Mount Carmel Elijah had discredited Baal and his worshipers, but he had also humiliated vindictive
Queen Jezebel.2
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