
Sermon 123: Romans 11:2-4: Learning with Elijah
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INTRODUCTION

Believing that the grace of God abounds to the chief of sinners is a view we all hold in 
theory but soon lose hold of when it is tested.  Technically we can all confess that God is a 
God of grace and that there is no sin bigger than the effectiveness of Christ’s atoning death.
However, how many times have we thought to ourselves, ‘I have done it this time, God 
won’t take me back.’  I wanted to show you how bad you are at believing God’s grace for 
yourselves as a starting point, because as we move out from ourselves to others we are 
even worse.  That grace which we fail to see applied to us is less consistently applied to 
others when they sin.  Many of us are well practiced at applying God’s grace to us and may 
be more comfortable with the fact that we are irretrievably justified in Christ, and we may 
have put to death the little legalist that accuses us to ourselves.  But this is only the first 
step of putting to death our small view of the grace of God, for we also need to extend that 
grace to others.  
You can know that your inner legalist still lives if you withdraw affection in marriage after 
being hurt, misunderstood, or just not put first as if you were royalty.  You weigh out justice 
for offences instead of continuing in constant grace which is unconditional and gives when it
does not receive in return.  Your inner legalist still lives when at work you when you plan 
revenge for mistreatments by dragging your feet, doing shoddy work, or cutting off all 
communication.  Dishing out punishments and not pursuing love is law not grace.  
The symptoms of our failure to get God’s grace manifest in self-accusation; accusation of 
others; and also in a deep despondency in the face of the great sin around us.  This is the 
issue that Paul is addressing in Romans 11.  The Jews have sinned big, they have sinned in 
the biggest way in rejecting the very one sent to save them, in fact they killed the one who 
came to rule them.  The Gentile church in Rome is struggling to see how they cannot be 
totally cast off because of their monumental sins.  Paul has been refitting our view of God’s 
grace, our view has been too small and he is expanding it.  He has already used the 
example of himself as proof that God is still gracious to the Jews and is not finished with 
them, now he turns to the OT to the story of Elijah to continue to teach us to keep a big 
view of God’s grace.

We are going to be camping out in 1 Kings 18-19 because this is the lesson that Paul tells us
we need to learn.  V2, ‘Do you not know what the Scripture says of Elijah?’  Paul is 
appealing to the well-known story of Elijah on Mt Carmel and the fallout from that as the 
lesson we need to apply to the problem of Jewish unbelief.  But just before we go there, 
there is a technical issue in the text that I would like to deal with.  A question that arises 
from the beginning of v2, ‘God has not rejected His people whom He foreknew.’  You will 
well know that the doctrine of election is a controversial one.  There are various views that 
arise to support and reject the view we hold of unconditional election.  That God did not 
look into the future to see what choices we would make, but rather we understand that God
sovereignly determined all things from the beginning apart from the foreseen acts or intents 
of us.  One of the storm centres of the debate is the word ‘foreknow’.  Arminians have 
traditionally taught a reactive view of God’s election where God reacts to our free choice 
which He knew ahead of time, ‘foreknew.’  This takes the two parts of the words in their 



literal sense and interprets them.  We of course disagree.  We do not take the word in its 
parts and make it mean the whole of its parts.  This does not always work in language, such
as in the case of the word ‘butterfly.’  Instead we have argued that given the fact that the 
word describes God’s actions, the normal way of reading it must be modified to agree with 
the bible’s teaching on God’s knowledge and eternity.  We have also argued for a more 
Hebrew way of reading the word where the word means ‘loved beforehand’ not merely 
intellectually.  The use of the word here in 11:2 confirms that use.  It flows from verses in 
the OT like Amos 3:2, ‘You only have I known of all the families of the earth; therefore I will 
punish you for all your iniquities.’  Here the word known cannot mean know intellectually but
relationally.  
However there is a problem that will occur to the discerning reader.  In Rom. 8:29 the word 
‘foreknow’ is used to describe God’s election unto salvation, for all whom He foreknows, He 
predestines, calls, justifies and will ultimately glorify.  The word is used there as a link in a 
chain from eternity past that inevitably eventuates in salvation for the one foreknown.  But 
in Heb. 11:2 Paul is using the word in a different way.  Here Paul is using the word 
‘foreknow’ to describe the whole nation of Israel who are made up of the elect and non-
elect.  On the basis of this difference some have started with 11:2 and read back its 
corporate use into 8:29 and sought to deny the Calvinistic view of election.  But this is to 
read the text backwards.  You see Paul has already given us a framework that allows us to 
use words in a double way.  For example in Rom. 9:6 he uses the word Israel in two ways so
that we can speak of the Israel within Israel.  We need to speak in the same way of God’s 
elect within the elect (11:28), in other words, those who are elected to salvation in the 
nation that was elected as God’s OT people from among the nations.  And we must speak of
the foreknown among the foreknown; that is those who are eternally known and loved for 
salvation among those who have been known from amongst the nations of the world.  If 
that was a question that arose in your mind I trust it is answered.  If not come and see me 
afterwards for more discussion.

Elijah’s context

In the face of such hardness of heart and unbelief the Roman Christians were finding it hard
to think that the Jews had any place in God’s plan of salvation.  Paul points us to Elijah who 
struggled in the same way and to whom God taught come very important lessons.  We want
to learn these lessons with Elijah.  We begin by reminding ourselves of the context that 
Elijah was in.  
Elijah was a prophet in the days of King Ahab and Queen Jezebel who was king of the 10 
northern tribes about 140 years after the split between north and south.  He was the7th 
king of the northern tribes and was more wicked than any who had come before him, 1 
Kings 16:30-31, ‘ And Ahab the son of Omri did evil in the sight of the LORD, more than all 
who were before him. 31 And 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.’  On account of his sins Ahab 
provoked God to judge.  God raises up the prophet Elijah who prophesies a drought 1 Kings 
17.  No dew nor rain which Baal is supposed to give.  
Now please appreciate the spiritual condition of Israel at this time.  They were not part of 
the Jerusalem temple but at best worshipped in the manner of Jeroboam with his golden 
calves.  But at the time of Ahab there was prolific Baal worship.  And a key theme when 
reading the kings is to recognise that the kings are covenantal heads for the nation, so as 
goes the head so goes the kingdom.  Their actions decide Israel’s fate not only by way of 
influence, but because God deals with them as legal heads as well.  If the kings obey Israel 
prospers, if they disobey Israel suffers in accordance with the blessings and curses of 
Moses.  Ahab sins in listening to the voice of his wife and allows Jezebel not only to 



propagate Baalism but she also seeks to wipe out God’s prophets, 18:4.  So Israel was in a 
very dark spiritual condition.  It was a near hopeless situation just as when the Jews 
rejected Christ.  Baal worship had royal endorsement, legislative backing and financing, it 
had a historical attractiveness having been the religion of the Caananites, it met felt needs 
such as rain and fertility which were important in an agricultural society, and it incorporated 
sexuality in its worship and had shrine prostitutes.  If ever there was a seemingly impossible
situation it was then.  It reminds us much of our own day.  We have secular humanism as 
the policy of western governments, they finance education programs and reforms that fit 
their view of the world, it has a universal attractiveness that appeals to man’s self-interest, 
and its appeal to felt material needs and endorsement of all forms of sexuality make it 
appealing to our lusts.  But all was not lost.  We see God’s gracious actions to intervene.  He
does so by the confrontational Elijah who gets in the kings face and resists Jezebel outright, 
and we see it in Obadiah the quiet servant who hid the prophets of the Lord from Jezebel’s 
persecution.  In dark times the Lord uses those who are boldly declaring the world and 
resisting the dark forces but also those who work faithfully out of the limelight.  

Elijah’s contest

Elijah comes out of hiding after a long period of drought when Baalism is at its peak and 
challenges prophets of Asherah and Baal, 18:19, ‘Now therefore send and gather all Israel to
me at Mount Carmel, and the 450 prophets of Baal and the 400 prophets of Asherah, who 
eat at Jezebel's table.’  So the scene is set for us on Mt Carmel, this is believed to be a 
traditional sight for Baal worship, in other words, the Baal prophets are playing with a 
homeground advantage.  It is 1 against 450 prophets of Baal.  The challenge is for the 
people of Israel to stop limping between two opinions, either God is real or not, and if He is 
real then Israel should serve Him.  This is not merely an apologetic defence for the existence
of God but an argument that if He is real that we must follow and worship Him alone.  V21, 
‘And Elijah came near to all the people and said, "How long will you go limping between two
different opinions? If the LORD is God, follow him; but if Baal, then follow him." And the 
people did not answer him a word.’  The challenge is for the two parties to set up a sacrifice 
and for the true God to light the sacrifice with fire from heaven.  

The prophets of Baal were allowed to go first and called upon the name of Baal from 
morning till noon.  At which point Elijah took the opportunity to indulge some holy sarcasm, 
v27, ‘And at noon Elijah mocked them, saying, "Cry aloud, for he is a god. Either he is 
musing, or he is relieving himself, or he is on a journey, or perhaps he is asleep and must be
awakened.’  Elijah is mocking their greek mythology, Mormon style theology where their god
is merely man written with capital letters and does these sort of activities.  This goads them 
into extreme measures where they cut themselves.  But there is no fire from heaven.

Elijah comes next.  In the traditional fashion given by God Elijah takes 12 stones that have 
not been dressed and repaired an altar of the Lord that had been destroyed.  He dug a 
trench around the altar and filled it with water and piled up the wood, cut up the oxen and 
poured 12 jars of water over the offering and wood.  We all know that wet wood does not 
burn.  V36-37, ‘And at the time of the offering of the oblation, Elijah the prophet came near 
and said, "O LORD, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let it be known this day that you are 
God in Israel, and that I am your servant, and that I have done all these things at your 
word. 37 Answer me, O LORD, answer me, that this people may know that you, O LORD, 
are God, and that you have turned their hearts back."’  Fire came, the people fell on their 
faces confessing God to be God, and then Elijah slew the prophets of Baal.  



But this is not the end of the matter, God adds two more miracles to the matter to bless His 
people and convince Ahab.  These are found in 18:41-46.  These are the miracles of rain 
and running.  Elijah prayed 7 times for the rain which had been stopped earlier to come.  
Proof that God and not Baal is God and gives rain.  It is important to note that Elijah prayed 
three times in these chapters in 3 different ways and God answered differently each time.  
Firstly, Elijah prayed for fire and the answer came immediately, secondly, he prays according
to the will of God for rain but he must pray seven times, and thirdly, he will pray for death 
and be denied.  This should be a reminder to us to pray with persevering prayer.  Elijah then
tells Ahab to get going because rain is coming. While Ahab was on his way Elijah was given 
a miraculous ability to run ahead of the chariot and beat Ahab there.  Imagine it now, Ahab 
is speeding along in his chariot trying to beat the coming storm and Elijah comes racing up 
behind you on foot, keeps up, looks over at you and smiles and then races off ahead of you 
to Jezreel.  Imagine it from Elijah’s perspective.  He so desperately wants the Lord to be 
honoured.  The nation of Israel has seen the fire fall and so has the king, the prophets of 
Baal have been killed and false religion has taken a fatal blow.  Now Elijah prays for rain 
which is what Ahab wants for the sake of Israel, and then to top it off he runs faster than a 
chariot all the way to Jezreel.  What would your hopes be for changes in the kingdom?  I 
imagine that Elijah would be feeling elated at this point.  3 miracles in a row, there can be 
no denying God is God now.

Or let me put it another way.  Imagine three and a half years of miracles including raising 
the dead, casting out demons, opening blind eyes, walking on water, feeding 5 thousand, 
and many others.  What would the anticipation be for those who saw the miracles, that the 
Jews as a whole would follow Christ?    

Elijah’s complaint

How would expect the conversation between Ahab and Jezebel to go?  I would have 
expected Ahab to have come rushing into his wife, told her everything that had happened 
and given her firm instructions to get rid of all the Baalism.  I would have expected him to 
have repented of his following her and his trying to convince her of the truth that God alone 
is God.  19:1-2, ‘Ahab told Jezebel all that Elijah had done, and how he had killed all the 
prophets with the sword. 2 Then Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah, saying, "So may the 
gods do to me and more also, if I do not make your life as the life of one of them by this 
time tomorrow."’  How would Elijah have felt?  V3 says he was afraid, but there is a possible
mistranslation here, it could read, ‘then he saw’ instead of ‘then he was afraid.’  I agree with
Dale Ralph Davis about the interpretation of this section that Elijah has often been 
misunderstood.  Elijah has always been portrayed as the sullen coward who through 
faithlessness fell into a blind depression.  I think that this misses the mark of what is 
actually going on in this chapter.  Elijah’s primary emotion is disappointment.  Here he was 
riding the wave of success thinking that the tide of Israel’s history was going to turn.  He 
was the first prophet to the northern kings, 3 miracles in one day had been performed.  The 
course seemed set to turn back time to before Jeroboam had corrupted God’s worship and 
led Israel astray.  And with Jezebel controlling her weak husband and threatening to kill 
Elijah, all his hopes for revival are shattered.  It does not appear that he feared death for in 
v4 he prays for death, he must have fled to deny Jezebel any victory over God’s prophet.

Elijah isolates himself as depressed people are prone to do and heads into the wilderness.  
He prays for death and then shuts out the pain in sleep.  But God graciously ministers to 
him with food, because Elijah is going to make a long journey to Horeb.  God then 
miraculously sustains Elijah just as He did with Israel in the wilderness on their journey to 
Horeb.            



 We then find Elijah at Mt Horeb, traditionally understood to be the place of Sinai where God
met with Moses and gave him the 10 Commandments, hence it is called the mountain of 
God, v8.  God asks Elijah a question twice, ‘What are you doing here Elijah?’  many have 
taken this to be a rebuke, and when Elijah answers, ‘I have been very jealous for the LORD, 
the God of hosts.  For the people of God have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your 
altars, and killed your prophets with the sword, and I, even I only, am left.’  Some have 
taken this to be inflexible and egocentric. The focus has often been on Elijah as a bad 
believer who did not have faith and allowed himself to get depressed.  There is no doubt 
some truth in this analysis, we can see the Elijah indulges in depression isolation by going 
into the wilderness, he exhibits depression blindness and amnesia by thinking that he is the 
only prophet still alive, and he is full of depression self-centredness; but to stop there is to 
miss the whole point that Paul is seeing in this text.  Let us attempt to answer the question, 
why indeed did Elijah go to Horeb.  This was the place that God gave the covenant to Israel.
This was the place where God issued the law and obedience to it would issue in blessing 
and disobedience would issue in cursing.  Paul uses the word ‘appeal’ in 11:3, this is a legal 
word implying that Elijah was laying charges against Israel.  Elijah as the covenant 
prosecutor is bringing evidence against the nation that they deserve the curse.  The big 
miracle crusade failed to convert the leaders and as goes the king so inevitably will go the 
kingdom.  Elijah has come to put the last nail in Israel’s coffin.  Sound familiar, sound like 
the Romans who think that Israel has gone to far in rejecting their Messiah? God will teach 
him, and us that He is not finished with Israel and will continue in judgement and grace.  

But let us continue thinking about Elijah’s words, he claims that he has been very jealous for
the LORD, is this egocentrism, or the truth?  I find it very striking that here is a man who is 
indeed very zealous for God, who is willing to go up against Ahab, who is very depressed 
because the king and queen have seen the power of God and yet still persist in sin, he is 
depressed because God is not getting the worship, he is upset and despondent, not because
he didn’t get the pay rise he was expecting, or because his health has failed.  He wishes for 
death because the spiritual state of things is so dark.  What makes you mad, sad or glad 
reveals the spiritual priorities of your heart and who you are really serving.  Elijah is sad for 
godly reasons, his depression is because he is mourning the state of God’s people.  if we are
hard on Elijah and see him as egocentric we will miss the challenge of having Elijah’s zeal 
for the honour of God’s name.  

Throughout this section God has been gracious, and God condescends to encourage His 
servant, to open his eyes to the fact that things are not hopeless.  We should come away 
from this exchange thinking that Elijah should have gone to Sinai to pray as Moses did for 
the nation when God threatened to cast them off, not to bring charges against them.  Elijah 
is told to stand where the Lord can pass before him.  God appears in 4 ways, the first three 
of wind, an earthquake and fire are demonstrative and externally powerful, much like the 
exhibition at Carmel.  However, we are told that God is not them, then Elijah hears the low 
whisper, v12. Elijah immediately recognizes the visitation of God and covers his face as 
Moses did when he met with God on Sinai, v13.  God is not in the fire, wind and earthquake 
but in the Word of the Lord.  Elijah is being taught a lesson in what God uses to bring about 
His will.  During the ministries of Paul and Jesus there were many miracles, but it is the 
Word of God not miracles which change the heart, raise the dead and bring about faith.  The
word is the sword of the Spirit.  

God then gives Elijah a double edged sword of the word, a word of judgement and a word 
of grace, v15-18, ‘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. 16 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. 17 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. 18 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."’  God prophesies 
the installing of new kings who will become His tools to judge those who must be judged 
and overturn Baal worship.  But notice the word of grace, ‘18 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.’  Elijah’s pessimistic doomsday accusations are misinformed; there is not only 1 but 
7000.  Most take this number literally.   Elijah’s estimations were overturned by 6999 
percent.  Elijah was told that God was not ready to write Israel off, but was continuing to act
in grace, all the while He was also acting in judgement.  This is very similar to what Paul 
describes when he talks about God’s dealings with Israel, ‘the elect obtained it, but the rest 
were hardened.’ 11:7.  

Now we are ready to draw our lessons from Elijah as Paul saw them.  First there are many 
instructions for us in how to act in dark times when we are surrounded by apostasy.  We can
remember that God uses Elijah’s and Obadiah’s.  He uses direct assault and silent 
subterfuge, the loud and the quiet, the confrontational and the behind the scenes.  We can 
take the lesson of the diversity of prayer when Elijah prayed in three different ways.  He 
experienced immediate answers to prayer; he saw answers after praying many times; and 
he had his sinful requests based on ignorance denied.  We can learn the lesson of Elijah’s 
sadness, he was saddened by the state of God’s people and ruled by God’s priorities.  But 
the main lesson of the text is to realise how easily we become despondent in the face of 
sinfulness, and we default to wanting to call down fire from heaven instead of falling on our 
faces in fervent intercessory prayer.  We tend to button down the hatches, circle the wagons
and retreat instead of faithfully proclaim the truth trusting that the foolishness of preaching 
is God’s way of working.  We become easily discouraged when our external efforts don’t 
yield the fruit we desire and are too easily impressed by the big bright things others might 
be doing to try and grow their churches.  But all the while we forget that God is not in the 
wind, fire or earthquake but in the low whisper of His word.  This should help us commit to 
faithful proclamation of the word not novelty and external shows of success.  To become 
discouraged in the face of great sinfulness whether in society, your family, your school, your 
workplace, your friends, this can lead to inaction and pessimism.  Learn the lesson of Elijah 
and continue to pray for them and preach to them trusting that God will and can still save 
them.       
         


