
The Role of Prophet in the Old Testament:  The Example of Elijah
text of sermon preached at Emmanuel Anglican in the summer of 2004

I want first of all to announce a six week Diploma Course which I will teach beginning in the 
month of November:  The Charismatic Gifts in the New Testament and the Early Church

 When we refer to charismatic gifts, we usually mean such extraordinary things as speaking 
in tongues, prophecy, healing of the sick, miracles, and so forth.  There has been a resurgence of 
an emphasis on these gifts since about the beginning of the 20th century with the Pentecostal 
movement, then in beginning in the 1960s mainline denominations such as the Catholics and 
Anglicans experience in the so-called “Charismatic movement”, and then in the eighties and 
nineties we saw the Vineyard Movement and the Toronto Blessing.  I am interested in the 
charismatic gifts and have also I attended churches in all three of these movements.  Therefore, I 
wish to teach about the charismatic gifts in the New Testament and Early Church with view 
towards seeing their relevance in the church today.
 Today’s sermon therefore is a bit of “prequel” to my course, since we will be looking at 
the Old Testament character Elijah.  We will also want to gain an idea of how prophecy should 
function in today’s setting.  Very frequently, I have seen what we call “prophecy” function in the 
following ways:  (1) as a sort vague encouragement or flattery of the person to whom the 
prophecy is given:  “God is doing a new thing in you-- he has great plans for you...”  (2) A means 
of finding direction--whether to marry or divorce, to take a job, to sell a car, or to buy stock.  A 
guy says to girl, “The Lord has told me to marry you.”  (3) Word of knowledge prophecy:  
“There are three people here who have a pain in their right knees that God wants to heal.”   We 
also have very prevalent in the church what I see as the crystal-ball interpretation of the Bible--
biblical prophecy is really about predicting the future.  “Dispensationalism” is a stream of 
Christian thought which see biblical prophecies, from Genesis to Revelation, as revealing our 
future--the Rapure, seven years of Tribulation, the anti-Christ, and the second coming of Christ.

 Now there may or may not be a biblical basis for these kinds of prophecy, but today we 
are going to examine at what Elijah does, so as to know better what the role of a prophet should 
be today.  In the diploma course this Fall, we will also study to the New Testament and to other 
early church documents.  I am personally excited about the course, and I hope that my sermon 
today will also stimulate interest in the course.

 Now, Elijah is the first major OT character who exclusively fills the role of Prophet.  
Moses was a lawgiver and prophet.  Samuel was a judge and prophet.  Nathan, who confronted 
David, was a prophet, but really a minor character.  It is therefore not incorrect to say that Elijah 
is a prophet par excellence--an example of a prophet and what other prophets would henceforth 
aspire to.  God sent, for example, John the Baptist, the prophet in the wilderness preparing the 
way of the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah (Luke 1.17).

 What are the roles of Elijah, the Prophet par excellence?  

1.  Anointer of Kings:  1 Kings 19.15, God orders Elijah to anoint Hazael kings for Syria, Jehu 
king of Israel, and to anoint Elisah the prophet his successor.  Those in authority, whether 
prophets or kings, derive their authority from God.  Therefore, Elijah receives authority to anoint 

  

  



kings from God and ultimately God retains his dominion over Kings.  But those who are in 
positions of authority often forget from whence cometh their authority and they often discard 
God’s law of justice, equality and mercy.

2.  Trainer of successor: - 1 King 19.19. God chooses Elisha to take Elijah’s place.  Elisha takes 
the positin of disciple and servant of Elijah and upon Elijah translation to heaven, Elisha begins to 
do the same kinds of amazing acts of power that Elijah was wont to do.  I think a sign of true 
prophet is one who has no trouble training others to follow in his footsteps.  We see this in the 
New Testament: Jesus trains 12 disciples to take his place.  The apostles entrust the gospel to 
trustworthy people who can carry on the work.  Be wary of a prophet who sees himself or 
prophetess as seeing herself as so great that no one else can do their work.  I myself see my job as 
a teacher and professor not so important as finding, training, encouraging others who can teach in 
my place.  That’s why my main ministry in Africa is not teaching on three week missions, but 
encouraging Pierre and Moussa to become professors in my place.  God ordered Elijah to anoint 
Elisha his successor, I think, because it is an important model for us to follow--pass it on.  Teach 
others to do what you do.

3.  Intercesseur: Elijah was a man of amazing prayer.  James says the following (James 5.16f.):  
“The prayer of a righteous man has great power in its effects. 17 Elijah was a man of like nature 
with ourselves and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six months it 
did not rain on the earth. 18 Then he prayed again and the heaven gave rain, and the earth brought 
forth its fruit.” This was an encouragement to Christians to say that their prayers have great 
weight with God and can change the world.  If we story of Elijah’s confrontation with the 
prophets of Baal, Elijah was able to even call on God to bring fire down from heaven, but more 
on that later.

4.  Covenant enforcement mediator: According to Douglas Stuart, the principal role of an Old 
Testament prophet.1  All other roles of a prophet are subservient to this role.  What exactly does 
that mean?  The covenant or agreement that the people of Israel had with their God was instituted 
by Moses at Sinai.  It recorded in the first five books of the Bible, what is called the Torah, or the 
Law of Moses.  Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy, as we call them, shows 
that God had given to Israel his Law, that they were to respect and obey and it was the founding 
document of their nation.  Most important in that Law, were the 10 commandments, which start 
with two great commandments:  “You shall have no other gods before me.”  “And you shall not 
make yourself a graven image ... you shall not bow down to them or worship them.”  2
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1 Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth, 2nd ed. (Grand 
Rapids, Mich.:  Zondervan, 1993) pp. 165-186.
2The first commandment is about exclusive worship:  Yahweh, the OT name for God, is a jealous 
god and wants exclusive worship.   Secondly, he forbids certain kinds of worship; namely in the 
form of idolatry.  We often think that God this is like the first commandment not to worship other 
gods but in fact it is saying there is a right way and wrong way to worship Yahweh, the God of 
Israel, and you shall not worship him via idolatry the way your pagan neighbors worship their 
gods. The first five books of the Bible also encode God’s moral law for Israel.  “You shall not 
commit adultery.”  “You shall not murder.”  Etc.



 I think that a lot of people in today’s prophetic movements neglect this primary role of the 
prophet, as an mediator enforcing the covenant or the Bible.  That is the prophet must first and 
foremost be a student of God’s Word, because the prophet’s job is to enforce the covenants of the 
Old and New Testaments in everyday life situations.  How can a prophet do that without first of 
all a profound knowledge and understanding of the Bible?  Thus, at Emmanuel Church, whether 
you realize it or not, we have an excellent prophet.  Peter comes to this lectern weekly, and by the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit aptly applies the Scriptures to our setting.  This may seem ordinary, 
but I am more and more convinced that “prophecy” in the church is a quite ordinary part of our 
experience as Christians.
 I am not saying that every person, priest or otherwise, who preaches from an Anglican 
pulpit is a prophet.  Far from it.  Those who denigrate the authority of the Bible can’t be prophets.  
Those who use false interpretative schemes to make the Bible say things which are in 
contradiction to the author’s intent or to the Holy Spirit’s intent, are not prophets.  Those who 
wish to radically alter how God is worshipped or which gods we worship are not prophets.  

 Example of Tripod:  A prophet, to stand properly is like a tripod.  Each of the legs must 
be the same length (i.e., have the same level of emphasis):  the Bible, the Spirit  and the Tradition 
(Rule of Faith, Apostle’s Creed, Nicene Creed).  A few years ago I was looking for a job, here 
and there, I had a look at church which has a school of ministry.  I was appalled that there was 
not one course in their offerings that I as biblical professor could teach.  There is absolutely no 
teaching on the Bible or how it should be understood.  Peter, as a prof. of theology would 
probably be equally left out by their course offerings.  Do not be surprised if the emphasis that 
such a church would have on the Holy Spirit ends up causing all kinds of problems, because of 
lack of strong biblical and theological foundation.
 But there are also those who go to seminary and when they leave they try to destroy the 
Anglican, Presybterian, or United church from the inside out.  What are they missing?  They are 
missing a respect for the tradition of the church, because they interpret the Bible to mean things it 
has never meant.  I have sat in professional meeting where a woman said, e.g., that Jesus and the 
Beloved disciple (the author of the Gospel of John) were lovers.  Such radical interpetations are 
not prophetic--on the contrary, they are against the prophetic Spirit altogether.

 Let me return to Elijah as covenant enforcement mediator:

 Well it may surprise us to know that God’s people in the OT rarely ever practiced God’s 
law as found in the Torah.  In fact, they almost never did a good job, and most of the time they 
were in constant and direct violation of that Law and the kings were the worst violators.  Such 
was time when Elijah came upon the scene:  1 Kings 16 gives the backdrop:  
  29 In the thirty-eighth year of Asa king of Judah, Ahab the son of Omri began to reign over 

Israel, and Ahab the son of Omri reigned over Israel in Samaria twenty-two years. 30 And 
Ahab the son of Omri did evil in the sight of the LORD more than all that 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 wife Jezebel the daughter of Ethbaal king of the Sidonians, and went and served 
Baal, and worshiped him. 32 He erected an altar for Baal in the house of Baal, which he built 
in Samaria. 33 And Ahab made an Asherah. Ahab did more to provoke the LORD, the God of 
Israel, to anger than all the kings of Israel who were before him.
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The sin of Jeroboam was to take two golden calves, idols and place them at Bethel and Dan and 
say, “this is Yahweh your God.”  These people were still worshipping Yahweh, but they were 
doing it through idolatry, through images that are detestable to God.  But Ahab went further, he 
married a Sidonian named Jezebel.  The Sidonians are better known as the Phoenicians who were 
much more sophisticated and powerful people than the Israelites.  They had quite a number of 
gods including many named Baal.  Ahab hoped to increase his own power by marrying Jezebel.  
His wife, Jezebel, was a zealot for the religion of the Sidonians and brought her priests and her 
method of worship.  Probably at first they thought that the Israelites would accept the worship of 
Baal and they did.  All but 7000 worshipped Baal.  In those days, pagans practiced syncretism.  If 
you brought the worship of another god, their attitude was usually “the more the merrier”.  But it 
could get ugly if someone came along and said, “Your god is nothing.” Or “I refuse to worship 
your God”.  This is exactly what the prophets of Yahweh must of done.  They, as convenant 
enforcement mediators, would have proclaimed to the people that Baal was a false god and that 
Israelites have a duty to worship Yahweh exclusively.  Thus, Jezebel had all the prophets of 
Yahweh killed save about 100 that a man named Obadiah manage to hide in caves (1 Ki. 18.3).
 Elijah comes to the rescue.  First he prays, as James says, that there be no rain.  Then, he 
goes into hiding for fear of his life, being fed miraculously by ravens and by a widow in the heart 
of the homeland of the Baal worshippers in Zarephath, which is between Sidon and Tyre--talk 
about guts.  Elijah hid where his enemies least expected him, in the heart of their territory.  Now 
for three years drought and famine rules in the land.  At the end of that time, Elijah meets King 
Ahab and calls out his enemies, 450 priests of Baal and all the people of Israel to meet at Mt. 
Carmel.  If you have never read the story of 1 Kings 18, you must.  In sum, Baal was impotent, 
while Yahweh decisively showed his superiority.
 Thus, Elijah’s role here is to enforce the convenant, which includes the exclusive worship 
of Yahweh, “You shall have no other gods before me.”  His authority is not only based upon his 
connection with the Spirit of God, but upon the authorative word of God.
 As convenant enforcement mediator, the prophet Elijah has a so-called “power encounter” 
with the priests of Baal during which Yahweh brings fire down from heaven.  But Elijah also 
pronounces God’s judgment on violators of the covenant.  Take 1 Kings 21.  Nabaoth owns a 
vineyard.  Ahab likes its location beside his palace, and so he offers to buy it and to exchange it 
for another field.  Nabaoth refuses to sell the inheritance of his fathers.  Well actually in the Torah 
there are laws which protect a poor person’s property--it is unlawful to sell ancestral land.  So 
Ahab goes away pouting like a child.  Jezebel, good woman that she is, sees him pouting and finds 
out what is wrong.  She says, “Stupid, aren’t you the king?  If you want that field, it’ll be yours.”  
So she incites two evil men to bear false witness against Naboth and the people execute him by 
stoning.  Then Jezebel seizes the land and gives it to her husband.  It is at this point that Elijah 
comes saying to Ahab:  “In the place the dogs licked up the blood of Naboth shall dogs lick up 
your blood.”  And he pronounced over Jezebel the following:  “The dogs shall eat Jezebel within 
bounds of Jezreel.”  We find later that Ahab is cut to the heart and repents of the sin of Nabaoth.  
But Jezebel never repents and in 2 Kings she is thrown from the wall of the palace and eaten by 
dogs. after Elijah is taken up to heaven in chariots of fire.
 Elijah thus served as a covenant enforcement mediator.  King Ahab and his wife were 
guilty of breaking the covenant on several points:  they brought false worship to Israel.  God’s 
honor was challenged.  But God uttered no threat against the lives of Ahab and Jezebel until they 
hurt one of the little, powerless people in Israel, Nabaoth.  This resulted in several commandments 
being broken:  first Ahab broke the commandment, “You shall not covet” by desiring the land of 
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Nabaoth.  Then Jezebel caused the law against bearing false witness to be broken, effectively 
breaking the commandment, “You shall not murder.”  Elijah appears on the scene to enforce the 
covenant.  First he humiliates and eliminates the priest of Baal.  Then he pronounces judgment on 
the King and Queen in order to show that God cares about the little people and He will enforce 
his covenant even when the King is in violation of that covenant.

 As we consider what prophecy means in the church today, we should remember the 
central role that the Bible should play.  The prophet’s duty is to bring to bear by the guidance of 
the Holy Spirit the meaning of the Bible for everyday life in the Christian community.  And 
therefore, I think it is really important in this ordinary prophetic role, that every Christian be 
intimately familiar with God’s covenant with his people as it is expressed in the Bible.  Amen.
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