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“ Prophet of God, arise and take
VWith thee the words of wrath divine,
The Scourge of Heaven, to shake
O’er yon apostate shrine.”
CHRISTIAN YEAR




PREFACE.

THE author hesitated in committing these pages to
the press, for the same reason which he believes has
deterred others, viz., that the life of “the greatest of
the Prophets of the kingdom of Israel has been
already so graphically portrayed, and its sacred
lessons enforced, in the admirable volume of Dr
Krummacher.

It is not certainly with the presumptuous expec-
tation of either rivalling' or excelling that well-
known work, that he has ventured to occupy the
same ground. The gifted and now venerable pas-
tor of Elberfeld, whose writings have enjoyed a
long and deserved popularity, will always retain his
own peculiar pedestal in the Christian Church as
the biographer of the Tishbite. But what is true
in all departments of literature, is surely specially
so in the case of sacred literature and Bible bio-
graphy, that no human works—not the very best—
can possibly be exhaustive :—there are always har-
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vest - gleanings, if not sheaves, for the diligent
reaper. A character like that of Elijah, at once so
unique and so complex, and a life so varied in
incident, must ever be suggestive of new lines and
phases of thought. More than this, much inter-
esting light and information since Krummacher
wrote, has been thrown upon the times of the Great
Prophet and upon the scenes of his labour, tending
further to illustrate and vivify the events in his
heroic career. 'While the writer, therefore, has
endeavoured to give as faithful a photograph as he
can, of “the grandest and most romantic character
Israel ever produced,”* he has made it his special
aim, to draw manifold practical and gospel lessons
from a history so replete with evangelic truth, as
well as so suggestive of noble life - thoughts for
this earnest and busy age.t

* Dr Stanley’s “ Sinai and Palestine,” p. 325.

+ I have taken care to make reference in foot-notes to any sources
of information to which I have been indebted. I have to acknow-
ledge my obligations, among other modern writers, especially to Dr
Stanley’s works, Kiel on Kings, and an excellent and learned article
on “Elijjah” in Dr Smith’s Bible Dictionary. Also, as throwing -
further light on the localities connected with the Prophet’s life, to
the travels particularly of Van de Velde, Dr Robinson, and Dr
Bonar. Although deeming it unnecessary to make in all cases

specific reference, I have gratefully to acknowledge the help derived
throughout from Dr Krummacher.
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The name given to this volume, “ PrROPHET OF
Firg,” will afford its own explanation. It seems
the most befitting of epithets as applied to him
who was truly one of the SErRaAPHIM (the “flaming
ones ”) of earth ;—“a burning and shining light ;”
—a beacon-blaze of warning set on the hill-tops
of Israel. Pagan mythology has put a gleaming
thunderbolt in the hands of Olympian Jupiter.
Such was our Prophet in the hands of the living
and true God ;—Jehovah’s messenger of wrath to a
guilty age. In the words of the Son of Sirach,
quoted in the title-page, “ He stood up.as a Fire,
and his word burned as a lamp.” The most
graphic and memorable incidents, moreover, in
Elijah’s life, seem, 8o to speak, to be illumined with
the element and symbol of Fire. It was the em-
pire of Baal—the Fire-god—he came to shake and
overthrow. Fire fell at his intercession on the
sacrifice at Carmel. God shewed him, as we shall
see, in the sublime manifestation at Horeb, the
reflection of his own character in the Fire which
preceded the “still small voice.” He called down
Fire on the captains of fifties; and in a chariot of
Fire he went up to Heaven. To him, with a better
acceptation, the name of the old Canaanite king
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specially belonged — Adoni-bezek, (“the lord of
lightning.”) Like a fiery meteor, he appears all
at once in the sacred firmament, and as a fiery
meteor he vanishes. A remarkable Jewish iegend
regarding the birth of Elijah is quoted by Krum-
macher :—* His father on that occasion is said to
have seen a vision, in which a number of men,
dressed in white and shining garments, appeared to
stand round the child, and then wrapped him up,
with every token of reverence, in swaddling bands
of Fire, and fed him with blazing flames. The
priests are said to have interpreted the vision thus :
—that the family of Elijah should come to great
distinction, and that he himself should judge Israel
with the Fire of his mouth. And what prediction
was ever more exactly fulfilled.”* < Recalling his
life and his terrible vengeance,” remarks a very
different writer, “it seems as if this man had the
thunder of the Lord for a soul, and that the ele-
ment in which he was borne to heaven was the one
in which he was brought forth.” t

It is in another sense as the ProPHET oF FIRE,
that he reads the great lesson to the Church of the
future. As such, he has a living voice for the

* Page 17. + Lamartine’s  Holy Land,” vol. i., p. 189.
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times. It is Fire we need ; not the fire of fitful
. impulse ;—not the flame of intemperate bigotry ;—
not the kindlings of unregulated enthusiasm ;—not
the ignis-fatuus gleam of bewildering human rea-
son ;—not the strange fire of deified intellect—
sparks of their own kindling, with which the sons
of Aaron are prone as ever to dishonour and dese-
crate God’s altar. But the living fire of burning
words and burning deeds, lighted from the inner
sanctuary;—men instinct with divine, God-derived
energy,—who feel that they have got their high
consecration from Him, who alone “takes the censer
and fills it with the fire of the altar.”* All
other spurious fires will sooner or later go out in
darkness. This alone is the true vestal flame of
heaven, which burns pure and bright, and shall
thus burn for ever.

PropHET OF FIRE! resume thy sacred mission!
And in days when the mournful question is too
often prompted—* Where is-the Lord God of Eli-
jah ?” may the God “who answereth by Fire” raise
up many “in the spirit and power of Elias,” who
shall rekindle the smouldering ashes on the Church’s
altar, to consume the dross, and refine the gold.

* Rev, nil. &
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% And since we see, and not afar,
The twilight of the great and dreadful day;
‘Why linger till Elijah’s car
Stoop from the clouds? Why sleep ye? Rise and pray,
Ye heralds seal’d,
In camp or field
Your Saviour’s banner to display.

% Thou 8pirit, who the Church didst lead
Her eagle wings to shelter in the wild,
We pray Thee, ere the Judge descend,
With flames like these, all bright and undefiled,
Her watch-fires light,
To guide aright
Our weary souls by earth beguiled |”
Kzsrg.
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BIRTHPLACE, APPEARANCE, AND
CHARACTER.

THE life of ELIJAN is, in the truest sense of the word, a poem,
—an inspired epic. It is surrounded throughout with a
blended halo of heroism and saintliness. Though- neither
angel nor demi-god, but “a man of like passions,” in-
- tensely human in all the varied incidents and episodes of his
picturesque history,—he yet seems as if he held converse
more with heaven than earth. His name, which literally
means “My God the Lord,” or “Jehovah is my God,” intro-
duces us to one who had delegated to him superhuman
powers ; not only an ambassador from above, but the very
viceroy and representative of Omnipotence. He announces .
himself as standing before the Lord of hosts,* as if he were
a retainer in the heavenly palace, rather than a citizen of the
lower world ; coming forth from time to time from his mys-
terious seclusion to deliver his message, and then retiring
again into solitude to wait fresh communications from on
high.

No one in Scripture story possesses a more thorough indi-
viduality; and this is all the yjnore remarkable,sas we have
only a few broad touches descriptive of his personal appear-
ance, and of his mental and moral character. But these are

# 1 Kings vii. 1.
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so bold and impressive, that there is mo mistaking him.
He stands out in massive relief from the sacred canvas.
Others of illustrious name, who occupy a far larger share of
the inspired page, appear shadowy and undefined in com-
parison with this illustrious product of nature and grace.

He is presented to our view without a note of premo-
nition, — ushered at once on the stage of stirring action
full panoplied,—in the colossal manhood and maturity of
his being, This is all our introduction to him, as he con-
fronts the guilty monarch of northern Palestine: “And
Elijah the Tishbite, who was of the inhabitants of Gilead,
said unto Ahab, As the Lord God of Israel liveth, before
whom I stand.”* We have no antecedents in his history.
No reference to ancestry, home, education, father, mother,
companion, or friend ; and this, too, throughout all the
rest of his career, till nigh its close. He appears be-
fore us—the Melchizedek of his age—nursed in the wilds of
nature for his great and momentous calling. There is a
marked contrast in this respect between him and other well-
known names in the roll of Hebrew writers. Pilgrim and
wayfarer as he was, with his moveable dwellings and altar,
we are familiar with Abraham as “the Father,” — the
patriarchal chief or sheik, surrounded with the hum of
living voices and desert tents,—with wife and sister’s son
and children, slaves and herdsmen—ever ready, when
occasion requires, to dispense the rites of Eastern hos-
pitality. In the life of Moses, we come in contact at
every turn with the same human relationships and sym-

® “He comes in with a tempest,” says Bishop Hall, “ who went out with
& whirlwind.”
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pathies. We can think of his own mother singing Hebrew
lullabies by his cradle. We are allowed to picture him in
his boyhood, disciplined under the strange influence of the
court of Pharaoh, instructed in the sacred schools of Helio-
polis “in all the wisdom of the Egyptians.” Even in his
wilderness exile, the loneliest period of his life, we find him
associated, as a family man, with the household and flocks of
Jethro. Samuel, kindred in many respects as he was with
the Tishbite in his prophetic calling, was surrounded with
the sanctities of a double home and parentage. We see, on
the one hand, the mother who, from his lisping infancy,
“lent him to the Lord,” year by year bringing him his
«little coat ” to the sanctuary at Shiloh. On the other, the
venerated foster-father on whom he duteously waited in that
curtained tabernacle where “ the lamp of God was burning,”
instilling into his susceptible soul his earliest lessons of
heavenly wisdom. David’s whole life is domestic, full of
tender delineations of strong human sympathies and clinging
friendships, manifested alike in the family homestead, the
martial camp, and the palace of Zion. Even Elisha, as a
writer has remarked, “had his yoke of oxen, parents to bid
~adien to, a servant, Gehazi, in attendance on him, the sons of
prophets in converse with him. But the mention of Elijah
is at intervals, as one appearing in peopled neighbourhoods
-—no one knew from whence—in the desert, on the hill-tops
—seen and recognised as by surprise, in the hairy garment
of the prophet ;—the solitary of God—as one without scrip or
purse,—even, it may be, as He who had not ‘ where to lay
His head ’—having food to eat which man wot not of.” *
* Dr Williams on the Characters of the Old Testament, p. 225.

\
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Among the many influences which are known to mould
and develop individual character, external nature must not
be overlooked. The grand and sublime has always proved
a “meet nurse” for heroic spirits ; and, were this the place,
we might illustrate the statement by examples. Gilead,—
Elijah’s birthplace, the cradle of his youth, and where he
remained until the time of his shewing unto Israel,—was
that wild, rugged, in many parts picturesque country, lying
east of the Jordan—the “rocky ” region, as the word implies,
with its deep ravines and water-courses, its sheepfolds and
herds of wild cattle, in contradistinction to Bashan, “the
level or fertile land.” It was a region uncultured in more
than its physical aspect. “ Galilee of the Gentiles,” on the
western side of the border river, was proverbially a rude pro-
vince compared with the civilised tribes of the south of Pales-
tine. But this was, in a still greater measure, the character
of those secluded uplands of Gilead. Contiguous as they
were to the roving tribes of Arabia, subject to continual in-
vasions or forays of Bedouin freebooters, the walled towns
and villages, common on the western side of Jordan, were
here unknown. With the exception of a few mountain
strongholds, the inhabitants were obliged, in their nomad
existence, to be satisfied with the tent of canvas or goats’
hair. And this primitive patriarchal life survived the ad-
vancing civilisation of other parts of the country. “To an Is-
raelite of the tribes west of Jordan,” says a recent writer,*
“the title ‘Gileadite’ must have conveyed a similar impression,
though in a far stronger degree, to that which the title ¢ Celt’
does to us. What the Highlands were, a century ago, to the

* See Smith’s Dictionary of the Bible, tn loco.
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towns in the lowlands of Scotland, that, and more than that,
must Gilead have been to Samaria or Jerusalem.” In this
very country had been reared some of the watriors of a for-
mer age. “Because Machir was a man of war, therefore he
had Gilead and Bashan.”* Jephthah the Gileadite, the wild,
lawless hero of his time, issued from these “ mountains of
prey,” and his hapless daughter, with her group of maidens,
awoke the echoes of their savage gorges with pathetic wail-
ings. And now, He who had, in a still remoter age, nursed
Moses His servant for his great exploits amid the solitudes of
the Sinai desert, trains up a worthy successor in the same
great Temple, The soul of Elijah was tutored for his pro-
phetic mission amid the rushing streams, “the pipings of
flocks,” the awful solitudes, and the rough freebooter-life of
the most distant territory of the sacred tribes. Jehovah, in
the selection of the human instrument for a great revival in
Tsrael, would magnify the sovereignty of His own grace;—
He brings balm from half-heathen Gilead to heal the hurt
of the daughter of His people;—He chooses no Rabbi nor
learned doctor of the schools—no Hierarch with the prestige
of hereditary office or outward form of consecration,—but a
lay preacher from the Highlands of Palestine,—a man who
had graduated in no school but nature —who had been
taught, but taught only of Heaven. Forth he comes, A
PROPHET OF FIRE, a burning and a shining light, in one of
the darkest periods of Hebrew history—and “ many were to
rejoice in his light.”

Some, indeed, have supposed that Elijah was not Hebrew
in his origin at all,—that the blood of roving Ishmael was

* Joshua xvii. 1.
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in his veins,—that he sprang from a tribe of Gentiles who
inherited from the patriarch Abraham the knowledge of the
one true God, and retained it longer than the heathen
around, owing to their proximity to the land of Canaan;—
that such a selection, moreover, was purposely made by God
to rebuke the wayward apostasy of His chosen Israel, and
shew them that even from strangers and foreigners He could
raise up honoured men for the vindication of His truth and
the accomplishment of His purposes.* Be this as it may, if
we draw a portraiture of Elijjah even from the materials
afforded us in Scripture, we recognise in his outward mien
more of the Bedouin than the son of the chosen race. There
stands before us a muscular figure, tawny with the burning
suns of Palestine, with long, shaggy raven hair hanging
loose over his shoulders. A modern writer, in speaking of
Samson’s unshorn locks, compares him to the Merovingian
kings, “ whose long tresses were the sign of their royal race,
which to lose was to lose royalty itself.” 4+ We cannot pro-
nounce in the case of the prophet of Gilead of what these
flowing: tresses were the symbol,—whether they were the
badge of his Divine mission, or as, with the son of Manoah,
the token of his strength,—or that, like him, he had taken
the vow of the Nazarite. In any case, they form a marked
feature in his outward appearance. He is specially spoken
of, in a subsequent period, by Ahaziah’s messengers} as “a
hairy man,” (lit,, “a lord of hair.”) The children of Bethel,
when they came forth and mocked Elisha as “the bald
head,” did so because struck with the contrast between him

* See Kiel, vol. i, p. 267. + Stanley’s Jewish Church, p. 364.
1 2 Kings i. 8.
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and the familiar appearance of his shaggy predecessor.
Around his shoulders he had flung a loose cape or striped
blanket, made either of rough sheep or camel hide, fastened
at his breast with a leathern girdle. Whatever may have
been the case with his untonsured head, this mantle appears
to have had some singular significance attached to it. It
was to him what the rod was to Moses. It seemed at once
the outward badge of his prophetic office, and the instra-
ment by which his miracles were performed. It screened
him at one time when he held intercourse with God in the
entrance of the desert cave,—he wrapped it round his face:
at another, he would roll it up like a staff, as we shall find
him doing at the close of his history, when at its magic
touch Jordan was driven back. It was the legacy which
dropped on the shoulders of his successor from the fiery
chariot when the whirlwind bore him to heaven.* Nor
must his physical strength and powers of physical endur-
ance be forgotten in this rapid portraiture. That must have
been no ordinary man, surely, who, before the coming night-
storm, and after'the toils of an exhausting day, could accom-
plish such a feat of pedestrianism as to run sixteen miles,
- and withal outstrip the fleet coursers in Ahab’s chariot in
reaching the gate of Jezreel. That must have been no
average strength that could sustain the hardships and pri-
vations of Cherith, and the long forty days’ fast of Horeb.
Such, then, in personal aspect seems to have been THE
GREAT ELIJAH:—with no priestly vestment but that hairy

* It has been noted that the rough cloak or mantle, perhaps in imitation
of the Tishbite, was worn by the prophets at & much later period of He-
brew history. See Zech. xiii. 4. )
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tunic of the desert—wanting in courtly attire and perhaps
courtly manners and etiquette, but with regal mien and
bearing too ;—a glorious champion of truth and righteous-
ness.  His name must have been a household word in every
home of Israel and beyond it. Something awful must have
been the terror inspired by the man who had the elements
of nature delegated to his control; who could seal up the
heavens at one time—lock up from a whole nation for years
the treasures of the clouds: at another, draw fire from these
clouds like a sword from its scabbard, and strew the earth
with a hundred dead! Even the suddenness of his appear-
ances and disappearances are startling and dramatic. He
towers—like one of the sons of Anak—morally as well as
physically high above those around him. He reminds us of
the brave heroes—though with nobler elements of grandeur in
his case—who came across Jordan in high flood to join a for-
mer exiled king of Israel—“whose faces were like the faces of
lions, and were as swift as the gazelles upon the mountains.”
In one word, he was an incarnation of Power. If early
Greece or Rome (not Palestine) had been the theatre of his
deeds, he would have had his place amid the gods of Olym-
pus. As it was, there was no name (that of Abraham and-
perhaps Moses excepted) more venerated in subsequent ages
among his countrymen. But yet, with all his moral and
physical superiority, with all his mortifications, his strange
ascetic life, Elijah is spoken of, for our encouragement, as
“a man of like passions.”* - And it is this which makes
his biography so interesting and instructive. With all his
greatness, he had his weaknesses and failings—and failings,

' *James v. 17,
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too, just in the points of character we should least have ex-
pected. The reprover of Ahab,—the bold, bearded son of the
desert who feared God, and knew apparently no other fear,—
so elevated above the foibles, weaknesses, caprices of his
fellows—so indifferent to human opinion, whether in the
shape of commendation or censure,—can become a craven
and coward on hearing the threats of an intriguing woman.
Champion as he was,—a shaggy lion from the coverts of
Gilead, who can challenge single-handed a multitude of
idolatrous priests, —he cowers away in moping despondency
from work and duty. We shall see in all this—when we
come to dwell minutely on these varied incidents—a reflex of
our fluctuating selves, which we may take, not to foster or
encourage similar collapses, but to prevent us being need-
lessly disconcerted by the experience of kindred changeful
moods in the spiritual life. “There was but a step,” it has
been remarked, in the case of Paul, “between the third
heavens and the thorn in the flesh ;” there was but a step
in the case of Elijah between the heights of Carmel and the
cave of Horeb. This Peter of the Old Testament was, like all
characters of strong, fervid, vehement temperament, easily
elated, easily depressed. He reminds us of the engine
careering along our own highways—a very Hercules in
strength—the type and impersonation of grandeur and
power : but laid on its side, amid the mangled wrecks it
has dragged along with it, nought is more helpless.

Elijah’s life, however, as that of “a man of like passions,”
is instructive in more than this. Not only was there in his
character & union of weakness with greatness, but, despite of
all his apparent solitariness, unworldliness, asceticism, so\ation
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from his fellows, there were not wanting elements of tender-
ness. The earthquake, the whirlwind, the fire, which he saw
in the Sinai desert, and after all these “ the still small voice,”
formed the reflection of his own inner nature—a union of the
terrible with the gentle. The denouncer of Ahab, the re-
buker of kingly iniquity, the slayer at the Kishon, the homi-
cide who, in one day, with his own hands, purpled its waters
with the blood of four hundred and fifty priests,—we shall
yet see with what considerate tenderness he ministers to the
distress of the lonely widow of Zarephath, and with what
loving affection he clings at the last to the friendship of the
faithful Elisha. Stern characters are often misunderstood.
There is frequently a union of opposites in the same nature,—
the stern may appear to predominate, when gentleness and
goodness are there, if the world would but believe it. The
official severity of the homeless Prophet was tempered and soft-
ened with these latter qualities ; while his every action, with
the one solitary exception, was governed and pervaded by ster-
ling principle, uncompromising rectitude, unflinching adher-
ence to the will of God. Much as Ahab hated his truthful
denunciations, he could not disguise his respect for his can-
dour, boldness, and devotion to Him he so faithfully served.
These lofty attributes doubtless Elijah owed not to himself.
It was God’s training and grace, the power of His Spirit
working within him, that made him the man and the hero that
he was. The classic fable regarding Hesiod, the unlettered
herdsman, but who became the Father of poetry, was a reality
in the case of THE PROPHET OF FIRE ;—a heavenly flame com-
ing suddenly down and resting on his head, he became the
greatest of his age. The Lord had said to him, as to the pro-
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phet of Chebar, “Behold, I have made thy face strong against
their faces, and thy forehead strong against their foreheads.
As an adamant, harder than flint, have I made thy forehead :
fear them not, neither be dismayed at their looks, though
they be a rebellious house.”* Indeed we often think of the
Tishbite as an example of a character surcharged with ele-
ments of great power, which, if misdirected, must have been
terrible for evil Left to his own wayward, impetuous, fiery
nature, his strong impulses and iron will, the bold Bedouin
of Gilead might have grown up to be the scourge and de-
stroyer, the tempter and corrupter of Israel,—not its Restorer,
Reformer, and Saviour,—a vessel of wrath instead of a vessel
of mercy. Anangel in might, he might have turned a demon
in depravity ;—a “ Prophet of Fire,” not to illumine, but to
scathe. His was a temperament in which evil impulses, had
they once obtained sway, would have swept him down rapidly
to ruin, and hurried thousands along with him, spreading his
evil and baneful influence through a whole generation. But
he had been enabled to consecrate all this latent power to the
cause of righteousness. Perhaps, after many a silent soul-
struggle, of which the world knows nothing, in the solitudes
of his Fatherland, the devil in his nature had been expelled
and exorcised; and he had adopted as his life-motto—* THE
Gop oF ISRAEL WHOM I SERVE, AND BEFORE WHOM I
STAND.”

As a closing practical thought, let us remember how little
it often takes to divert elements of character towards good
or towards evil. How many, with downward, depraved pro-

* Ezk. iii, 8, 9.



14 THE PROPHET OF FIRE.

pensities, have, by godly training, or by dint of moral courage
and determination, combined with the grace of God, struggled
manfully against the stream, and are now firm on the side of
religious principlee How many, on the other band, with,
it may be, nobler natural elements of character,—full of hope
and promise,—have, in an evil hour, by one false step, initi-
ated the backward and the downward course to ruin! By
one false turn of the helm, they have made shipwreck of
faith and of a good conscience.

And, though we must not anticipate, we shall find that God
did not leave His servant—this “light of Israel,” whom He
had kindled “for a FIRE”*—without high recompense. He
made a stormy life close with a glorious setting: when the
cloudy, fitful, changeful moods of his own spirit had, by
varied discipline, subsided into calm faith, and obedience,
and trust,—he was borne upwards to that rest for the storm-
tossed, where “earthquake, and whirlwind, and fire” are known
no more, to listen through eternal ages to the “still small
voice.” Enoch-like, “he was translated that he should not
see death ; and was not found, because God had translated
him : for, before his translation, he had this testimony, that
he pleased God.”{

* Isa. x. 17.

+ We need hardly wonder that the great German composer should have
selected the history of Elijah, with its rapid alternatioms, its shifting
dramatic effects, to give the loftiest and most varied expression to the
art of which he was so consummate a mastér. Mendelssohn’s translation
into music of this great life poem,—in which there is such abundant scope
for the rendering of the plaintive and pathetic, as well as for the grand
and sublime,—is, in the highest sense, a triumph of genius. Even the words
to which the music is set, shew that he has thoroughly appreciated alike
the character of the Prophet and the scenes through which he moved.
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Hutronal Apostasy.

.

« And Elijah the Tishbite, who was of the inhabitants of Gilead, said
unto Ahab, As the Lord God of Israel liveth, before whom I stand, there
shall not be dew nor rain these years, but according to my word.”—1
Kines xvii, 1. .

“ THROUGH THE WRATH OF THE LORD OF HOSTS IS THE LAND DARKENED,
AND THE PEOPLE SHALL BE AS THE FUEL OF THE FIRE.”—I8AIAH Ix. 19.

“ AND THE THIRD ANGEL SOUNDED, AND THERE FELL A GREAT STAR FROM
HEAVEN, BURNING AS IT WERE A LAMP, AND IT FELL UPON THE THIRD PART OF
THE RIVEBS, AND UPON THE FOUNTAINS OF WATERS.”— REVELATION vIIL 10.
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NATIONAL APOSTASY.

AHAB was at this time on the throne of Israel;—his residence
was at Jezreel, and the windows of his ivory palace looked
along the vast plain of Esdraelon, one of the most fertile and
exuberant portions of Palestine. His was a gloomy reign. His
predecessor, Jeroboam, by setting up golden calves at Dan
and Bethel, had paved the way for the shameless idolatry
which now disgraced the land and provoked the Divine judg-
ments. Compared with Ahab’s apostasy, however, that of
Jeroboam was a trivial and modified departure from the true
worship. The latter may be regarded rather as a desperate,
and, in the circumstances, a world-wise stroke of state policy.
On the revolt of the ten tribes and their formation into a
northern kingdom, the first sovereign was naturally jealous
of the effect which attendance at the old festal gather-
ings in Jerusalem might have on his new subjects. These
might revive, in the separated tribes, the ancient love of
unity, and attachment to the time-honoured capital. “ Jeru-
salem is builded as a city that is compact together : whither
the tribes go up, the tribes of the Lord, unto the testimony
of Israel, to give thanks unto the name of the Lord.”* If
he is to perpetuate his dynasty and save the dismemberment
of his infant kingdom, he too must meet the religions wants

* Ps. cxxii. 3-4.
B
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18 THE PROPHET OF FIRE.

and aspirations of his people, by having a “city” or “cities of
solemnities ;”—he must have sacred shrines and sacred rites to
vie in splendour with the ceremonies of Mount Zion. For this
purpose he made selection of the two extreme border towns
—Dan in the north, and Bethel in the south. Both were
already invested with sacred ‘recollections in connexion with
the earlier history of the chosen race, and in them he erected
two temples, with rites of corresponding magnificence. “His
long stay in Egypt had familiarised him with the outward
forms under which the Divinity was there represented ; and
now, for the first time since the Exodus, was an Egyptian
element introduced into the national worship of Palestine.
A golden figure of Mnevis, the sacred calf of Heliopolis, was
set up at each sanctuary, with the address, ‘Behold thy God,
which brought thee out of the land of Egypt.’”*

Ghuilty as Jeroboam was in introducing so flagrant a viola-
tion of the Divine command,—erecting “ a similitude like to
a calf which eateth hay,” he seems to have had no inten-
tion of superseding the national religion by pagan worship.
It was different, however, with his weak and servile succes-
sor. Ahab’s “abominable idolatries” owed, if not their
origin, at all events their chief instigation, to a guilty matri-
monial alliance he had formed with Jezebel, daughter of
Athbaal, King of Tyre. Little could be expected from the
antecedents of this Tyrian princess; her own father hav-
ing himself originally been a heathen priest, and having
afterwards mounted the throne of his brother as a usurper.
Greatly Ahab’s intellectual superior—crafty, bold, designing,
unscrupulous, eruel, —she wielded from the first a fatal influ-

* Neh. ix. 18. Smith’s Dictionary, #n loco.
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ence over her weak and pliant partner. He soon forgot
the solemn inheritance that had been transmitted to him in
that sacred land. Shrines and temples sacred to Baal and
Astarte, the tutelary deities of Pheenicia, covered the hill-
tops and valleys, “marked by the grove of olive or ilex
round the sacred rock or stone on which the altar was
ereoted.”

This false worship, indeed, was no novelty in Hebrew his-
tory. We find it had struck its roots deep—even so early
as the time of the Judges. Gideon’s thrashing-floor at Oph-
rah, was close by a rock, surmounted by a spreading Tere-
binth, and under its branches the altar and image of Baal
One part of his mission, as his new name of Jerubbaal im-
ported, was to overthrow the worship of the Pheenician idol,
and reassert the supremacy of the God of Israel. The Angel of
the Lord appeared to him, at his wine-press, with a message
of “ peace.” That same night of the Divine appearance, he
cut down the consecrated grove on the rock, and converted
the long-defiled altar into a place of sacrifice for Jehovah,
using the felled trees as fuel for his burnt-offering. The
citizens of the little town, enraged at the sacrilege, demanded
of Joash to give up his son to instant death. Joash, how-
ever, the Gamaliel of his age, stood on his defence by appeal-
ing to the reason of his hearers, and boldly asserting, that
if Baal were indeed a god, he needed no puny human arm to
vindicate his sovereignty, or inflict his vengeance. “ Will ye
plead for Baal? Will ye save him ? If he be a God, let him
plead for himself.”* Who knows but the remembrance of
this advice of the old Abiezrite may have suggested and shaped

* Judges vi. 81.
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Elijah’s subsequent appeal on the heights of Carmel.* Be
this as it may, the land, during the reign of Ahab, with which
we are now concerned, swarmed with priests of the heathen
deity imported from pagan Tyre. Four hundred of them sat
at the royal table, and stimulated their royal patrons to deeds
of*vengeance. The worship of Jehovah of Israel came to be
denounced as disaffection to the government—a slight on the
court religion. The torch of persecution was lighted. The
prophets of the Lord were hunted down,—driven into caves,
and saved from utter extermination only by the merciful
interposition of Obadiah, a saint in the household of the
Nero of his day.

What a guilty and presumptuous attempt to thwart the
Divine purpose in portioning off the chosen people from
the rest of the world! The Hebrew nation had been ap-
pointed as a perpetual protest against the polytheism of the
surrounding kingdoms. By one dastardly act of the new
monarch of Israel, the wall of separation was thrown down.
The modified calf-worship of Jeroboam now lapsed into un-
blushing idolatry. God was dethroned; and Baal, (or Baalim,)
a plurality of Lords, was set up in His place. The one living,
self-existent, all-pervading JEHOVAH was superseded by a
divinity of good or evil, (as might be,) presiding over the

* «Everywhere throughout the land lingered the traces of the old
idolatrous sanctuaries—Baal-gad, Baal-Hermon, Baal-Tamar, Baal-Hazor,
BaalJudah, Baal-Meon, Baal-Perazim, Baal-Shalisha—like the memorials
of Saxon heathenism, or of medieval superstition, which furnish the
nomenclature of 80 many spots in our own country; and even in families,
a8 in that of Saul's, we find that the title of the Pheenician god appears;
a8 in the name 8o common in Tyre and Carthage—Maherbal, Hannibal,
Asdrubal.”—Stanley’s Jewish Church, p. 201,
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several elements of nature. One mountain summit would
have its altar to the sun - another to the moon—another to
the stars. One grove would have its temple, or shrine, or
image dedicated to the brooks and rivulets—another to the
rain of heaven—another to the falling dew—another to the
seasons. The summer would have ¢s shrine to a propitious
Baal ; the winter with its storms would have t¢s altar and
libations of blood to the malevolent Being whose wrath
needed to be appeased. The worshipper’s main conception
of this hundred-headed god was connected with the attri-
bute of power. The Pheenician Baal was called by the
Greeks the Hercules of Tyre—the embodiment of might, if
not of cruelty. They lost sight of the God of holiness, and
rectitude, and love. They were awed by the wrath and
judgment which was the habitation of Baal's throne :—they
knew nothing of the mercy and righteousness and truth
which went before the face of the true God of their fathers.
The time had arrived for judgment. The cup of the ini-
quity of Ahab and Israel was full The cloud was charged.
It is about to burst on the devoted land. Is there no gleam
of light to relieve this thick darkness? Is there no trumpet-
tongued messenger, no “minister of FLAMING FIRE,” to vin-
dicate the rights and prerogatives of Israel and Israel’s
Jehovah—to witness for the great essential truth—the unity
of God ;—taking up the old watchword,—* Hear, O Israel, the
Lord our God is ONE Lord 7’ Yes! God has “come to send
fire on the earth;” and, in the person of Elijah, “it is already
kindled.” He has in him a champion ready harnessed for the
battle, who will be bold to speak His word before kings, and
not be moved. The fan is in his hand, and he wil



22 THE PROPHET OF FIRE.

thoroughly purge his floor—hurl “Baalzebub, the prince of
devils,” from his seat, and quench the fire on his defiled and
defiling altars. “It is time thou work, Lord, for they have
made void thy law.” “Let not the heathen say, Where is
now their God ?”

It was, then, in the midst of this scene of darkness, apostasy,
and blood, that forth came the great Tishbite. The Jewish
prophets were compared to vigilant watch-dogs.* But
Elijuh was no “dumb dog that cannot bark;’ “sleeping,
lying down, loving to slumber.” His was not the trumpet to
give forth a wavering or uncertain sound. Standing face to
face with guilty Ahab, he startles him with the avowal—“ My
God—the God of Israel—the God of thy Fathers—and he
who ought to be thy God—JEBOVAH lLuveth !” “As the
Lord God of Israel liveth, before whom I stand, there shall
not be dew nor rain these years, but according to my
word.” To understand aright the force of this asseveration,
we must view it in the same light as the subsequent scene on
Mount Carmel, viz, as a challenge made by the Prophet to
settle the question by a solemn appeal to the great power or
powers (be ‘who they may) who rule the universe, and who
have the elements of nature under their control. It was as
if he had said to his royal master—*I shall prove that thy
base idolatries cannot aid thee in the hour of need. I
shall undertake to demonstrate that a plurality of gods is
but a plurality of nonentities. Here is the test. In the
name of my God I utter it. You have invested the Baalim
you worship with lordship over the processes of outer
nature—you have your pretended Baal or lord who has the

* Isa. lvi. 10.
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clouds of heaven in his hand—who can unseal or close their
watery treasures at his will. You have your pretended deity
—who spangles morning by morning the pastures on the hills
of Israel with dew-drops, or leaves them dry like the fleece
of Gideon. I shall disprove your polytheism;—I shall un-
mask the lie of these Pheenician priests whom you feed at the
royal table;—I shall solve the momentous problem, not by
word, but by awful deed. I shall prove that this dew and
these rain-clouds are not Baal’s giving ;—that his priests might
rend the sky from morn to even with importunate supplication,
and there would be no response. But I shall demonstrate
that they are in the hands of that “/iving God,” whose servant
I am, and “before whom,” though unseen, “I stand.” And
here will be the proof. I assert, in the name and by the autho-
rity of Him whom I worship, and whose unworthy servant I
am, that neither Dew nor Rain shall fall on the parched plains
and valleys of Israel except at my bidding. From this day
henceforth these skies shall be as brass, and this earth as iron.
Let thy Baalim throng disprove it if they can. Let them, if
they can, thwart this act of delegated omnipotence. Let
them, if they can, force open the bolted doors of hLeaven,
and exude dew-drops from the gasping earth. Let them, if
they can, bribe the miser fountains to unlock their hoarded
treasures. ZThen, but not till then, will I listen to the tale
of thy dumb idols, and renounce my belief in that Great
Being who maketh the clouds His chariot;—who giveth rain
from heaven, and fruitful seasons, filling our hearts with
food and with gladness. I know my God liveth.: From
this day forth, trees and grass scorched and blighted—the
arrested growth of the vegetable world—waterless channels



24 THE PROPHET OF FIRE.

»

and cattle lowing on hungry pastures, during “these years,”
shall prove the truth of my solemn declaration” We are
told of no reply on the part of Ahab. He may have been
struck dumb—quailing under the withering words ;—or per-
haps the sequel may rather intimate that his brow darkened
with vengeance, and that he turned to his palace to take
summary means of avenging and rebuking “the madness of
the prophet.” Be this as it may, it is enough for us to know
that as months rolled on, it became terribly evident that
nature all around—the heavens above and the earth beneath
—confirmed the utterances of the man of God. The blos-
soms of the fig-tree drooped—the shoutings of the vintage
in the fruitful valleys of Ephraim and Zebulon ceased ;—no
oil was distilled from the olive-tree,—the flocks pined and
languished in field and stall—a fearful famine overspread
the land ;—whilst the feeble remnant of the faithful, in their
cave-retreats, sang together that song of Zion—* By terrible
things in righteousness wilt thou answer us, O God of our
salvation.” *

We shall close the chapter with a few practical lessons
from this opening portion of the Prophet’s history.

Let us learn the insidious power of error, and guard
against .

With regard to nothing had God fenced around His law
more solemnly than the introduction of idolatry. The pro-
test, sounded amid the blazing accompaniments of terror on
Sinai, was repeated and reiterated in the written Oracles.
The most rigid injunctions were given for the extirpation of

*Pg, Iv. 5.
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the Canaanites, lest an intermixture with a pagan race might
corrupt the primitive worship; and not only were the
idolatrous nations themselves to be expelled and extermi-
nated, but all vestiges of the idols and idol-altars and groves
were to be swept away. “Ye shall utterly destroy all the
places wherein the nations which ye shall possess served
their gods, upon the high mountains, and upon the hills, and
under every green tree. And ye shall overthrow their altars,
and break their pillars, and burn their groves with fire ; and
ye shall hew down the graven images of their gods, and
destroy the names of them out of that place.” After such a
stringent admonition as this, who can estimate the daring
presumption and impiety of a whole covenanted nation,
from king to peasant and vine-dresser, trampling in the dust
the most sacred article in the charter of their religious
liberties ;—forgetting the strong hand and stretched-out arm
of Him who led them through the depths of the sea;—sell-
ing themselves—&s votaries to bloodthirsty idols,—worship-
ping Remphan and the host of heaven !

There is not much danger, in this our land and day, of a
relapse into idolatry ;—of a cultured intellectual age making
all at once a rebound of a thousand years into the darkness of
heathen and pagan delusion; although the histories of Greece
and Rome tell us too plainly, how the most exquisite in-
tellectual refinement may be in lamentable conjunction with
degrading superstition. Neither do we share in the dread
entertained by some, in this era of broad common sense, of
a relapse into the puerilities and mummeries of Popish super-
stition.  Protestantism—Ilove of intellectual, moral, and
spiritual freedom—is too deeply-rooted for that. But we are
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not proof against other more insidious and specious forms of
religious error. The next phase which infidelity will assume,
and indeed kas assumed, is that of “a philosophy falsely so
called,” whose principle and lurking element of danger is the
exalting proud reason in the place of childlike faith ; sitting
in arbitrary and high-handed judgment on the declarations
of God’s Word ; undermining the foundation-truth of the

. atonement ; stripping the cross of Christ of its chiefest
glory ; and regarding the Bible—the precious casket in which
these truths are contained—not as of fine gold, more pre-
cious than Ophir, but rather like the image of Nebuchadneszzar,
partly of gold and partly of iron and clay. Unbelief, varying
in its phases and developments, is the same in every age.
The monitory word can never be out of place or season,
even when we think a rampart of impregnable strength and
defence is girdling Church and nation and religious privi-
leges—* Beware, lest ye also, being led away by the error of
the wicked, fall from your own steadfastness.”” “Take heed,
brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil heart of un-
belief in departing from the living God.”

Let us learn, as a second lesson, that Divine judgment
JSollows national apostasy.

It has been often remarked that individuals may, in this
world, escape punishment for personal crime,—but nations
never. Retribution, in the case of individuals, may be re-
served for a future condition of reward and punishment, where
the present unequal distribution of good and evil will be
corrected and adjusted. But the case of nations is different.
With them, in their aggregate capacity, there is no such
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after state of dealing; and therefore their reward or their
doom is meted out and accomplished here. What is history?
what is prophecy? but a comment on this Look at these
“burdens,” pronounced one after another by the ancient
scers;—the burden of Egypt, the burden of Tyre, the burden
of Nineveh, the burden of Babylon, and, most affecting and
significant of all, the burden of Jerusalem ;—what are these,
but God’s own solemn indictments, as apostate nation after
apostate nation is cited at His bar? In the case of each
nation or city, the awarded vengeance is in proportion to
their crimes. As they have sowed the wind, so do they
reap the whirlwind. When the body politic becomes
morally diseased, like the putrid corpse or carcase cast out
on the street, the winged messengers of retribution are at
hand to prey upon it, in accordance with the Jewish pro-
verbial saying, which was so literally fulfilled in their own
signal doom,—*“ Wheresoever the carcase is, there shall the
eagles be gathered together.” Ahab and his whole people,
save a feeble remnant, had been guilty of glaring national de-
linquency. They had dishonoured the God of their fathers;—
they had adopted and nationalised the mythological creed of
the heathen nations;—they had deified nature, and given to
a separate Baal lordship over the elements;—they had made
fire and hail, snow and vapour, stormy wind, each to fulfil
the word of a presiding divinity;—disowning the one God
who sat enthroned behind the elements He had formed ; and
who had declared that “while the earth remaineth, seed
time and harvest, and cold and heat, and day and night, and
summer and winter, should not cease.” Jehovah resolves to
mete out judgment in accordance with their guilt. He
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makes those very gifts of nature the instruments of their
punishment which had been the means of their sin. They
had undeified Him in nature ; He will make nature wield the
lash of retribution. They had given to others a sovereignty
over the “rain” and the “dew;” He makes these arrows in
His own quiver to be the weapons of vengeance,—with
what measure they mete, it was to be measured to them
again. “I have spread out my hands all the day unto a re-
bellious people, which walketh in a way that was not good,
after their own thoughts; a people that provoketh me to
anger continually to my face; that sacrificeth in gardens,
and burneth incense upon altars of brick. . . . These are &
smoke in my nose, a fire that burneth all the day. Behold,
it is written before me; I will not keep silence, but wilt
recompense, even recompense into their bosom, your ini-
quities, and the iniquities of your fathers together, saith the
Lord, which have burnt incense upon the mountains, and
blasphemed me upon the hills: therefore will I measure
their former work into their bosom.” *

Let us remember that the Great Lord and Governor of
nations acts upon fixed and unchanging principles still. We
may not undeify Him by the worship of graven images—by
bowing the knee to stocks and stones. But there are other
national idols which may provoke righteous retribution.
The eager thirst for gold—the hasting to be rich—and, worse
than this, when riches, given as a great trust, are either self-
ishly hoarded or guiltily squandered. Ah! as the jealous
eye of that God who will not give His glory to another, sees
this modern Baal—hundred-headed Mammon—claiming the

* Isa. 1xv. 2, 3, 6, 7.
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homage of his million votaries, let us not wonder if ever
and anon He should speak in accents of rebuke and judgment
through the great national sin,—put a sudden arrest on our
perishable, material, unsanctified prosperity; and, in the midst
of shut markets and excluded supplies abroad,—closed factory
doors, quenched furnaces, and silent shuttles at home,—utter
the great truth which, whether individually or nationally, we
are 80 slow to hear—that “Life,” true greatness and true
glory, consists not in the abundance of the things which we
possess. If the silver and the gold of modern times be taken
as symbols of the dew and rain of Israel,—that which is most
valued, clung to, depended on,—can we wonder should some
Prophet of Fire,—some burning messenger of wrath and re-
tribution,—stand in the midst of our mighty marts, and, with
a voice of thunder, proclaim—“ As the Lord God of Israel
liveth, before whom I stand, there shall not be dew nor rain
these years, but according to my word !”

A third lesson we may here learn is—that God invariably
raises up suitable instruments in every great crisis of His
Church’s history.

The Church life—the spiritual life of Israel—could not
have been at a lower ebb than at this period under the
reign of Ahab. His own faithful people were counted by
units. . Thousands were bowing the knee to Baal, and kiss-
ing his impious shrine. But Jehovah has His hero prepared
for the times. It was one, moreover, as we have already
noted, very specially gifted that was needed. It was mno
Jeremiah—plaintive, tender-hearted, crushed himself with
the national woes, the tear standing on his cheek. It was
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no John of Apostolic times, or Melancthon of Reformation
times—gentle, devout, contemplative, sensitive—a heart
overflowing with benignity and love. It was no Thomas of
Apostolic times, or Erasmus of Reformation times—calm,
speculative, philosophical; and, in the case of the latter,
the man of learning, yet the timid, cautious time-server.
It was not even a man of the stamp of Paul of Tarsus—
bold, brave, unflinching; with the culture and refinement
needed to grapple with the sages of Athens, the courtiers of
imperial Rome, and the sharp-witted merchants of Corinth;
but deficient in powers of physical endurance—weak, and
uncommanding in bodily presence. It was one in type
and mould like John the Baptist, or like Luther —a
Goliath in mind and body—one who could fearlessly con-
front Pharisee and Sadducee—Herod and Herodias—king,
priest, and soldier—who could stand unmoved, as the great
German Reformer did, amid the crowned heads and priestly
potentates in the Diet at Worms, and fearlessly declare that
though it were crowded with devils, he would face them all

Such was emphatically the Tishbite,—bold, brave, trained
to habits of endurance. The gigantic evils of the times
needed a giant to grapple with them;—one who could
confront wickedness in high places—be the scourger of
court vices, and dare anything and everything for the
sake of truth. God has ever His star ready to come
forth in the midnight of gloom and despair; when the
sword drops from the hand of Moses, He has His Joshua
ready to take it up; when the Philistian champion defies
the armies of Israel, He has ready the stripling youth
with the sling and the pebble-stones to smite him to the
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dust ; when His people are led captive, He has Daniel and
Cyrus, Joshua and Zerubbabel, ready at His word to turn
again the captivity of Zion “as streams in the south.” He
has only to “give the word,” and “great is the company
of them that publish it.” Should seasons of gloom, and
darkmess, and apostasy, again overtake the Church ; should
rampant infidelity threaten to rise to a perilous ascen-
dancy, and to trample out the fires on God’s holy altar;
trust Him !—a thunder-voice will be ready. A man of
might will be sent to break the impious spell. The Church
historian of the future, as he closes one chapter of terror and
dismay, will open the next with the words—‘ And EL1IJAH
said —”

Learn, once more, the power of individual influence.

‘We shall not at present speak of Elijah’s influence. To this
we shall have occasion, in a future chapter, more particularly
to advert; how, under God, this one man rallied an apostate
nation—saved his country by saving its religion, and made
thousands and tens of thousands in after ages, when he him-
self was gone, rise up and call him blessed: “He stood in
the breach, and the plague was stayed!” Let us rather, at
this point, mark what a corrupt, debased, sensual, and self-
ish life can do. Let us see what may be the awful con-
sequences of one guilty act,—of what a progeny of vice
and ruin it may be the prolific parent. Ahab, in himself,
appeared to have some naturally good and amiable qualities.
But be is one of those of whom it is said he “sold himself
to work iniquity.” The stream which might have been flow-
ing through his land dispensing endless blessings in its course,
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became a stagnant pool, breeding and diffusing corruption.
The defect of his natural character seems to have been indo-
lence, sloth, selfishness, love of ease. Wavering and fickle,
he was an easy tool for the intrigues and artifices of others.
And then came the fatal crisis—the act of which we have a
little ago spoken, which consummated his own ruin and his
people’s apostasy—his marriage with an unprincipled and
bigoted idolatress. He paid the penalty which multitudes
have done who have in an evil hour scorned the Divine moni-
tion—“Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers :
for what communion hath light with darkness? and what
concord hath Christ with Belial ? or what part hath he that
believeth with an infidel ?” Doubtless, Ahab’s was spoken of
and chronicled in its day as a splendid union. Tyre was at
this time in its glory—the sovereign of that queenly city
could enrich the palace and park of Jezreel with a golden
dower. The fretted ceilings of the ivory palace may have
been his royal gift—the cunning work of renowned Pheeni-
cian craftsmen. Israel’s king may have been lauded and con-
gratulated by the neighbouring princes as a favoured man.
Alas! dearly bought was that gilded pageantry—the pomp
and pride of having these retainers liveried in purple wrought
on Tyrian looms! “Ichabod, the glory has departed”—the
ark is taken—the god of Ekron is hailed as the god of
Israel: and all through the instrumentality of this unhappy,
—this ungodly alliance of Jehovah’s covenanted king with
an uncovenanted heathen. Ahab’s whole life is a mournful
illustration of resisted and scorned warnings—slighted mes-
sages of remonstrance and mercy. The God he rejected
strove with him to the last. But the guilty partner of his
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throne and of his crimes, made him spurn at once the mes-
senger and the message; and over that bloody grave into
which their mangled bones were at last consigned, is in-
scribed the epitaph— Who made Israel to sin.”

Would that in this age of “trust in uncertain riches” it
were borne more sacredly in mind, that it is not gold, but
moral worth that is the amplest marriage-dowry. Rank,
position, wealth, accomplishments, may be but the tawdry
gilding underneath which lurk moral debasement and ruin:
Think not of Ahab alone, for his was a miserable, character-
less, soulless life. But look at Lof. See that man of God
—that “righteous man.” He made the guilty venture of
contracting an irreligious marriage. Mark the result! See
it in his “vexed soul,” his weeping eyes, his laughed-at
pleadings; his wife a monument of vengeance, his blackened
home,‘his blackened name, his unknown and unhonoured
grave. “A brand plucked from the burning.” “SAVED;
YET S0 AS BY FIRE!”
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| @The BPetreat.

“ And the word of the Lord came unto him, saying, Get thee hence,
and turn thee eastward, and hide thyself by the brook Cherith, that is be-
fore Jordan. And it shall be, that thou shalt drink of the brook; and I
have commanded the ravens to feed thee there. So he went, and did
according unto the word of the Lord : for he went and dwelt by the brook
Cherith, that is before Jordan. And the ravens brought him bread and
flesh in the morning, and bread and flesh in the evening; and he drank of
the brook.”—1 KiInes xvii. 2-6.

¢ 80 THE SPIRIT LIFTED ME UP, AND TOOK ME AWAY; . . . BUT THE HAND
or THE LORD WAS STRONG UPON ME.”—EzEk. m1. 14.



THE RETREAT.

ONE of the striking dramatic incidents here occurs, which
we shall often have occasion to note in the course of the
Prophet’s life.

Where he met the king of Israel, and delivered the abrupt
communication considered in last chapter, we know not. It
may have been at some unexpected moment; as when Isaiah
met King Ahaz “in the highway of the fuller’s field;” or
when the monarch was seated on some state-day in regal
magnificence, with Jezebel at his side, amid a blaze of
courtiers, in the palace of Jezreel ; or on some religious festal
occasion, when the six hundred priests of Baal, clad in their
official vestments, were doing homage to the Pheenician idol,
and rending the air with the cry—* O Baal, hear us!” All
this, however, is left to conjecture. But the message having
been delivered, the God, whose behest it was, proceeds to
secure the safety of His faithful servant—alike from court
vengeance and from being involved in the national calamity.
He directs him to flee to a lonely spot—probably amid the
wilds of his own native Gilead—and there to wait farther
intimation of the Divine will. In prompt obedience to the
monition, “he went and did according to the word of the
Lord ; for he went and dwelt by the brook Cherith, which is
before Jordan.”*

* It would only perplex the reader to give the various conjectures on
the topography of Cherith, from Eusebius, Jerome, and Josephus, to thowe
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We can picture to ourselves his strange solitude. Some
narrow gorge, uninvaded by human footstep, fenced in by
nature to form a prophet’s chamber—the awning of this
« pilgrim-tent ” constructed of the interlacing boughs of fig,
oak, and oleander; the blue vault of heaven overhead,
leading him by day to consoling thoughts on the Great
Universal Presence ; the sun shining with tempered lustre,
answering to the deeper sunshine of a quiet conscience
within ; the stars by night, like the wakeful eyes of min-
istering angels, keeping watch over his lonely couch as he
pillowed his head on the dewless leaves:—with that better
pillow still for the weary—the sublime consciousness of
having done his duty, and subordinated his own will to
that of the Highest. What a contrast—his evening meal
and chamber of repose, with those of the monarch in whose
guilty ear he had recently proclaimed the judgment of God !
—the ivory palace, filled with imported luxury—the retainers,
gorgeous with Tyrian purple and dust of gold—the royal
couch, curtained with Pheenician draperies and redolent of
Pheenician perfumes. A stranger was the rough Bedouin
of modern travellers. Dr Robertson, Stanley, and Van de Velde mention
with probability, among other claimants, the Wady Kelt, near Jericho.
On a careful examination of authorities, however, we are disposed strongly
to adhere to the view stated—giving it a position much farther north, on
the other side of Jordan. As Elijah, at the time, must have been either
at Samaria or Jezreel, the Wady Kelt was not in the direction indicated
by the Divine command, “ eastward before Jordan.” In Hebrew, the word
“ before,” has invariably the geographical meaning of “ east.” So that the
expression, “ before Jordan,” pointed to its eastern bank. Both Jerome
and Eusebius place it thus—on the other side of the border river. Keil
adds the remark, with reference to the Wady Kelt, that “its close prox-

imity to Jericho, then rebuilt by Hiel, would at this time make this exact
8pot scarcely fit for a secure place of concealment.”
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Prophet to all such dainties. His table, the green sward,
—his retainers, the winged fowls of heaven,—his bed, the
hollow of the rock—its coverlet, his rough hairy mantle,—
. his lullaby, the music of the rippling stream, which, as it
babbled by—the one tuneful brook of a silent land—sang
morning and evening a hymn of God’s faithfulness. But, as
we picture him, with thankful, contented heart, strengthen-
ing in summer’s drought the stakes of his hut; or in winter’s
cold, gathering, like the apostle of Melita, the scattered leaves
and dry wood to kindle and feed his lonely fire ;—as we
imagine him thus, night by night composing himself to rest,
have we not a living commentary on words with which he
may have filled his waking and sleeping thoughts—* A little
that a just man hath is better than the riches of many
wicked.” “ When thou liest down thou shalt not be afraid ;
yea, thou shalt lie down, and thy sleep shall be sweet.”
““The curse of the Lord is in the house of the wicked ; but
he blesseth the habitation of the just.”

Let us pause here, and ponder, as a first lesson, the power
of prayer.

The whole land was pining under the most fearful of
judgments. Every brook, save that lonely rill of Cherith, had
failed. No dewdrops spangled the forests with their crystal
jewels,—no rain-torrents answered the silent inarticulate cry
of the gasping earth. The ground upturned by the plough-
share had become rigid furrows of iron—the dust lay thick
on the highways—the heavens above were a blazing fur-
nace. All day long, from the chariot of the sun, there seemed
to be discharged bolts of scorching fire. Nature lay pros-



38 THE PROPHET OF FIRE.

trate and helpless under the withering curse. And how was
this? St James tells us, “Elias prayed earnestly that it
"might not rain, and it rained not on the earth by the space
of three years and six months.” Oh, wondrous power !—a
mortal pleading with God —Omnipotence being moved by
weakness! The seasons arrested in their course ;—nature’s
processes curbed ;—the windows of heaven closed, and the
fields and granaries of earth emptied and spoiled—all—all
owing to the voice of one man !
And does not the example of the Tishbite refute the oft-
repeated objection to prayer— What need is there to try
_to move God? He has all things “foreordained, whatso-
ever comes to pass.” It can only be a bold, presumptuous
dreamer who can think of altering or modifying the Divine
decrees. If He has resolved to send judgment, He needs
not the pleadings of a mortal to remind him of His pur-
poses.” Not so did our Prophet reason ;—his was a truer and
nobler philosophy. Well did he know that Ahab’s wicked-
ness had provoked the Divine displeasure ; and if God him-
self had not announced to His faithful servant the specific
form of retribution, He had, at all events, doubtless, given
him to understand that judgment was prepared and ready to
descend. But this does not release or exonerate Elijah from
what he felt to be alike his duty and his privilege. We find
him on his knees—praying—and “praying earnestly;”—just
as if the awful lesson about to be read to Israel depended on
these feeble petitions, God, had He seen meet, without any
human intervention, might have “ thundered in the heavens,”
and the Highest given His voice, “hailstones and coals of fire;”
He might have “sent out His arrows and scattered them—shot;
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out lightnings and discomfited them.” But “the Prophet of
Fire,” knowing the appointed medium through which the Being
he served fulfils His behests, employs the conducting-rod of
prayer to fetch down the lightning from His treasuries. It
reminds us of the Apostles—the “ Prophets of Fire” of a later
age. The promise of a fiery baptism of a different kind had
been given them. But, nevertheless, they continued, we
read, “ with one accord, in prayer and supplication;” and
it was while thus engaged—assembled “ with one accord in
one place”—that there came the descent “as of a rushing
mighty wind,” and “ cloven tongues like as of fire sat upon
each of them.”

How constantly are similar illustrations of this prevailing
“ power,” brought before us in the case of believers of old.
It was by prayer Jacob wrestled and prevailed. It was by
prayer Joshua arrested the fiery wheels of the sun’s chariot.
It was by prayer Daniel shut the lions’ mouths, and cheated
death of its prey. It was prayer—the prayer of good King
Hezekiah and the pious remnant among those who owned
his sceptre—that saved Jerusalem from utter destruction,
and the people from captivity. He carried his desperate
case and cause,—he spread the railing letter of the Assyrian .
invader before God in an agony of prayer. Next morning,
the hushed tents of Sennacherib—the ground strewn with
his dead—was the divinely-renewed testimony that “the
effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.”

And we bhave the same blessed refuge—the same strong
consolation—in our hours, whether of impending national or
individual sorrow. Whatever be the cloud that may be
gathering, this is our sheet-anchor—our polar-star in the
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day of trouble—*The Lord’s hand is not shortened that it
cannot save, neither his ear heavy that it cannot hear!”

Let us learn, further, from this incident in Elijah’s life,
the triumph and sure recompense of faith.

It was a bold and brave thing, surely, to utter such &
prayer, and confront Abab with such an announcement.
Indeed, independently of the wrath of the Israelitish monarch,
the malison Elijah had pronounced could not fail to rouse
the indignation of the whole kingdom. That savage-looking
seer of Gilead would be hated and denounced by the starving
thousands on whom his imprecation had fallen, as a
“troubler in Israel.” But, bold as a lion, he fulfils his
mission as the ambassador and vicegerent of Heaven. He
knows that he has been divinely called to vindicate the
cause of truth and righteousness. Ahab may load him
with irons—he may seize and torture him in hopes of
coercing & revocation of the hateful utterance. Famishing
with hunger, the people may also be hounded on to venge-
ful extremities against this prophet of evil tidings. But
in tranquil composure he waits the result. He is like the
daring soldier who has fired the train, and who, with the
consciousness of having bravely done his duty, is prepared
for the worst, even should he be involved in the awful
havoc—buried under the blood-stained ruins.

We cannot, indeed, claim for Elijah, as “a man of like
passions,” exemption from all doubt or misgiving in the pre-
sent emergency. Unquestionably he had, as all have, a weaker
side, even in what we suppose the least assailable part of his
nature. It was no common heroism which was needed to
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outbrave the vengeance of an infamous court, a debased
and infuriated priesthood, a people stung to madness by
want. The very blight and prostration of the external world,
too, must have been a touching spectacle to a feeling heart.
The trees draped in ashen leaves—the cattle lowing on arid
pastures—innocent children making a vain appeal for food to
parents miserable and helpless as themselves! But a higher
impulse than his own had prompted the prophetic woe. He
knows that it was no selfish, wayward caprice on his part,
but the will—the righteous decree—of the God and King
whose servant he was. He will not retract the retributive
utterance ; he will allow no debate or parlance between duty
and expediency. Others may have sought to deter him ; his
own heart at times may have prompted more timorous
counsels. Under the same feeling of oppressive solitariness
which impelled him subsequently with pusillanimous spirit
to take flight to Horeb, he might now have purchased im-
munity from danger by refusing to deliver his message, and
fleeing, like another Jonah, for shelter amid the mountains of
his native Gilead. But he will obey God rather than be dg-
terred by the frowns, and fears, and even sufferings of men.
With the calm confidence and resolve of a kindred spirit, he
can say—*“ In the Lord put I my trust; how say ye to my
sowl, Flee as a bird to your mountain ?”

Nor is he left without the sure reward and recompense
which follow simple trust and bold action. As the angel
was sent to Peter in his dungeon, or to Paul in the storm,
just at the crisis-hour when help was most needed ;—
so does the same God provide now a refuge for His Pro-
phet. When he had no earthly home or friend,—when
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king and people were confederate against him;—One who
was better than home, and friend, and king—the “El-
Shaddai,” the “ AU-Sufficient,” comes with the cheering
word—“Get thee hence, and turn thee eastward, and hide
thyself by the brook Cherith that is before Jordan.” More-
over, not only does He furnish him with a refuge, but He
makes provision for the supply of his daily wants; and in
order to manifest His power and boundless resources, em-
ploys for this purpose the unlikeliest means and agencies.
He makes the ravenous birds of the forest have their instincts
in abeyance, in order that they may minister to His servant.
“ And it shall be that thou shalt drink of the brook; and I
have commanded the ravens to feed thee there!”

The Lord God of Elijah is still to this hour faithful to His
promise—*“Them that honour me, I will honour.” The
young lions may lack and suffer hunger ; but they that seek
the Lord shall not lack any good thing.” Manly work done
in His service—sacrifices made in His cause—will sooner or
later be repaid with usury. It is because the presence and
power of a personal God are so little felt and realised that
our faith is so weak, and our ventures in His cause and service
are so small. 'When the soldiers of Gustavus Adolphus, the
greatest king of Sweden, wished to dissuade him from risking
his life by exposure in battle, it is said his grand reply was—
“@od Almighty liveth.” The motto of the Gilead Prophet
was the same—“ The Lord God of Israel lzveth, before whom
I stand!” With his faith anchored on that simple but sub-
lime assurance, he hastened to his rocky, sterile abode, know-
ing that his “ bread would be given him, and his water would
be sure.” And all that his “ God had spoken came to pass.”
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On reaching his secluded retreat, lo! the joyous, unwonted
sound of the brook broke upon his ear. The ravens, too, were
there waiting their strange mission. When the gates of the
morning opened, they flocked with the miraculous bread;—
when the gates of evening closed, down they flew, bearing the
promised sustenance.* Night by night, as the curtain of dark-
ness fell around, wrapping himself in his mantle, and com-
posing his head on his leafy pillow, he could exultingly say—
“The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I
fear? the Lord is the strength of my life; of whom shall I
be afraid ?”

It may have seemed at first sight indeed strange, this long
period of suspension from busy life, this seclusion from the
scene of action where his voice and presence were so
needed. It was emough for him, however, that his God

* «] cannot see that bird, but I must needs think of Elijjah, and wonder
no less at the miracle of his faith than of his provision. It was a strong
belief that carried him into a desolate retiredness to expect food from
ravens. This fowl we know is ravenous; all is too little that he can forage
for himself, and the Prophet’s reason must needs suggest to him that in a
dry barren desert bread and flesh must be great dainties, yet he goes aside
to expect victuals from that purveyance. He knew this fowl to be no less
greedy than unclean ; unclean as in law, 8o the nature of his food. What
is his ordinary prey but loathsome carrion? Yet since God had appointed
him His caterer, he stands not upon the nice points of a fastidious
squeamishness ; but confidently depends upon that uncouth provision, and,
a