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“Elijah and the Priests of Baal” I Kings 18 (selected verses)  8/23/15 

 This morning’s story is probably the most dramatic story in the entire Old 

Testament.  It features an actual contest between the God of Israel and the 

Canaanite god of Baal.  The contest was set up to determine who would be the 

real God of Israel, because that was in doubt at the time.  The story raises 

questions for us about which God we will serve, the temptation of trying to serve 

more than one God, and the question of whether sincerity of belief is really all that 

matters. 

 The story takes place when Israel was ruled by King Ahab around 850 B.C.  

Ahab had taken the Canaanite princess, Jezebel, as his wife.  She was a 

fanatically-devoted follower of the Canaanite god, Baal, and she brought the 

worship of Baal with her to the royal court of Israel, financially supporting 

hundreds of the prophets of Baal and killing the prophets of the Lord.  Her 

religious practices, which included sacrificing children, also influenced Ahab, who 

participated in the worship of Baal.  Most of the citizens of Israel, who had always 

been tempted by these gods of Canaan, went along with Ahab and Jezebel. 

 God was not amused.  He sent his prophet, Elijah, to announce a drought, 

designed to bring the people back to God.  After three years of drought, our story 

begins. 
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After many days the word of the LORD came to Elijah, in the third year of the 

drought, saying, “Go, present yourself to Ahab; I will send rain on the earth.” 2So 

Elijah went to present himself to Ahab. The famine was severe in Samaria.  

17When Ahab saw Elijah, Ahab said to him, “Is it you, you troubler of Israel?” 18He 

answered, “I have not troubled Israel; but you have, and your father’s house, 

because you have forsaken the commandments of the LORD and followed the 

Baals. 19Now therefore have all Israel assemble for me at Mount Carmel, with the 

four hundred fifty prophets of Baal and the four hundred prophets of Asherah, who 

eat at Jezebel’s table.” (I Kings 18:1,2, 17-19) 

 I love it when Ahab calls Elijah “you troubler of Israel,” as if the problems of 

the country were Elijah’s fault!  Elijah rightly protests that Israel’s troubles are in 

fact Ahab’s fault, because he has ignored the God who founded and maintains 

Israel.  This exchange is a good reminder that when we act in ways that challenge 

the status quo, when we speak up for what is right at work or school, or when we 

advocate for justice and compassion for all people, we are likely to be seen as 

trouble-makers.  We should be ready for that, but it shouldn’t keep us from doing 

what is right.  Because, as we’ll see, God always has our back!  The story 

continues. 

20So Ahab sent to all the Israelites, and assembled the prophets at Mount Carmel. 

21Elijah then came near to all the people, and said, “How long will you go limping 
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with two different opinions? If the LORD is God, follow him; but if Baal, then follow 

him.” The people did not answer him a word. 22Then Elijah said to the people, “I, 

even I only, am left a prophet of the LORD; but Baal’s prophets number four 

hundred fifty. 23Let two bulls be given to us; let them choose one bull for 

themselves, cut it in pieces, and lay it on the wood, but put no fire to it; I will 

prepare the other bull and lay it on the wood, but put no fire to it. 24Then you call 

on the name of your god and I will call on the name of the LORD; the god who 

answers by fire is indeed God.” All the people answered, “Well spoken!” (I Kings 

18:20-24)   

Elijah sets up the terms of the contest.  It seems pretty simple.  Two bulls 

are chosen to be offered as burnt sacrifices, which was an common practice in 

those days.  The challenge is that the gods in question have to provide the fire!  

The god that answers will be shown to be the true God of Israel.  Given that the 

people can’t seem to decide which God they want to follow, Elijah is hoping that 

this demonstration will tip the scales toward the Lord.  

 25Then Elijah said to the prophets of Baal, “Choose for yourselves one bull and 

prepare it first, for you are many; then call on the name of your god, but put no fire 

to it.” 26So they took the bull that was given them, prepared it, and called on the 

name of Baal from morning until noon, crying, “O Baal, answer us!” But there was 

no voice, and no answer. They limped about the altar that they had made. 27At 

noon Elijah mocked them, saying, “Cry aloud! Surely he is a god; either he is 
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meditating, or he has wandered away, or he is on a journey, or perhaps he is 

asleep and must be awakened.” 28Then they cried aloud and, as was their custom, 

they cut themselves with swords and lances until the blood gushed out over them. 

29As midday passed, they raved on until the time of the offering of the oblation, but 

there was no voice, no answer, and no response. (I Kings 18:25-29) 

 Elijah gives all the advantages to the prophets of Baal.  They choose the bull 

they want.  They have 450 prophets against just Elijah.  And they get to go first.    

So, they do.  They prepare the bull for sacrifice, laying it on top of the wood, and 

begin earnestly asking Baal to light the fire.  Nothing happens.  They dance or 

limp around the altar.  Still nothing.  So Elijah starts to talk a little smack.  

“Perhaps Baal is on a break, or sleeping,” he suggests.  “Maybe you should yell a 

little louder to wake him up!”  So they do.  They even cut themselves to show their 

sincerity and passion for Baal.  This goes on for about six hours!  Nothing.  And 

now it’s Elijah’s turn.  

30Then Elijah said to all the people, “Come closer to me”; and all the people came 

closer to him. First he repaired the altar of the LORD that had been thrown down; 

31Elijah took twelve stones, according to the number of the tribes of the sons of 

Jacob, to whom the word of the LORD came, saying, “Israel shall be your name”; 

32with the stones he built an altar in the name of the LORD. Then he made a trench 

around the altar, large enough to contain two measures of seed. 33Next he put the 

wood in order, cut the bull in pieces, and laid it on the wood. He said, “Fill four jars 
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with water and pour it on the burnt offering and on the wood.” 34Then he said, “Do 

it a second time”; and they did it a second time. Again he said, “Do it a third time”; 

and they did it a third time, 35so that the water ran all around the altar, and filled 

the trench also with water. 36At the time of the offering of the oblation, the prophet 

Elijah came near and said, “O LORD, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let it be 

known this day that you are God in Israel, that I am your servant, and that I have 

done all these things at your bidding. 37Answer me, O LORD, answer me, so that 

this people may know that you, O LORD, are God, and that you have turned their 

hearts back.” 38Then the fire of the LORD fell and consumed the burnt offering, the 

wood, the stones, and the dust, and even licked up the water that was in the 

trench. 39When all the people saw it, they fell on their faces and said, “The LORD 

indeed is God; the LORD indeed is God.” (I Kings 18:30-40) 

 As the contest continues, Elijah continues to stack the odds against himself 

and the Lord.  He pours a huge amount of precious water on his own offering and 

wood, absolutely drenching it to make it harder to ignite!  And, did you notice his 

prayer?  It is very simple and straightforward.  He makes it clear that this will not 

be his work, but the work of the Lord.  And God does indeed respond.  A great fire 

consumes everything- wood, water, bull, stones, and dust!  There is no doubt that 

this was a divine intervention.  And the people react the way Elijah hoped they 

would.  They turn away from Baal and turn back to God.  They repent, and revival 

breaks out in Israel!   
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Now there’s more to the story.  Elijah immediately kills all the prophets of 

Baal.  I think it would require a whole sermon to explore whether that was justified 

or not.  And God does bring rain, as promised at the beginning of the story.  He 

blesses his people as they are faithful to him. 

 But, I’d like to reflect on two aspects of the story that I think speak to us 

today.  First, the story reminds us that it does matter what we believe.  Some 

people today seem to think that what we believe doesn’t really matter as long as 

we’re sincere.  Of course, those people run into some inconvenient facts that 

prove otherwise.  I can believe with all my heart that the reason my car won’t start 

is because it is out of gas.  But if the real problem is a bad ignition coil, I can put 

all the gas in the tank that I want and it still won’t start.  Sincerity of belief doesn’t 

trump fact!  In addition, there are consequences to our beliefs- in this case, the 

consequence is that my car won’t start! 

 In our story, many people passionately believed in Baal, and there were 

consequences to that belief.  When they were told that Baal demanded that they 

sacrifice their children to appease him so he would bring rain for the crops, they 

did it.  But their belief was tragically mistaken.  Their precious sacrifice was in 

vain; their children were dead and they still suffered from the drought.  That’s the 

point of the story.  Baal had no power.  He wasn’t real.  Ironically, he was known 

as the storm god, but for three years he couldn’t bring rain to his people.  Only the 

Lord had power to provide what they needed.  Now, don’t get me wrong.  I believe 
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strongly in religious tolerance.  People should be free to believe whatever they 

want, be that a traditional religion or some New Age nonsense, I mean belief!  No 

one should impose their beliefs on someone else.  Religious tolerance. 

 But that’s not the same thing as saying every belief is as good as any other 

belief.  For example, today ISIS is using children and young women as sex slaves 

as an enticement, a recruiting tool to attract young Islamic men.  They even say 

that these rapes are God’s will.  Or, how about this?  There are primitive religions 

that simply discard all their disabled infants, leaving them to die of exposure, 

because they believe that the gods will curse them if they keep these children.  All 

beliefs are not equal.  Some beliefs are evil and they are wrong.   

How about our beliefs?  Christians have always maintained that God came 

in the flesh once for all time in the person of Jesus Christ.  And that all people- 

every race and nationality, rich and poor, powerful and oppressed, all people- are 

welcome to come to God through his Son, Jesus.  That is a very distinctive 

Christian belief.  And you can’t take that unique truth-claim and fuse it with other 

truth claims regarding Allah or Buddha or Baal or whoever.  Such syncretistic 

attempts do no justice to the truth-claims of other religions and they contradict the 

claims of Jesus himself.  The point here is that it does matter what you believe, 

and there are consequences to your beliefs; they affect how you will live.  So, 

what do you believe? 
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 Second, like the Israelites, we are tempted to go “limping along with two 

opinions” like Elijah said.  Isn’t that a great phrase?  “Limping along with two 

opinions.”  And I think it describes many people- maybe some of us!  Yes, we 

want to follow Jesus and be good Christians, but…  We want to be free to spend 

our money according to our priorities- not Jesus’ priorities.  We want to follow 

Jesus, but we want him to keep his hands off of our sex lives.  We want to follow 

Jesus, but we want to be free to support whatever political candidates and 

ideologies we like, rather than figuring out what Jesus might look for in a 

candidate.  We want to follow Jesus, but we want our time to still belong to us, and 

we’ll give a little bit to his work when we feel like it.  You get the point.  “Limping 

along between two options” applies to us as well as the ancient Israelites.   

 So, what will you choose?  Are you all-in with Jesus?  As Jesus reminds us, 

it’s very stressful to serve two masters.  You’ll eventually have to choose one.  

Why not choose Jesus?  He’s always had your best interest at heart!  And we’ll 

learn more about that in next week’s story! 


