Life of Elijah #5

“High Noon on Mount Carmel”

1 Kings 18:20-46

Texas Christian Church is located between two towns, Clinton to the north and Maroa to the south.  Maroa is the home of the Trojans from the Maroa-Forsyth High School, and this year, their football team is having an excellent year, to say the least.  They are 8-0, ranked number one in the state of Illinois for class 2A.  Listen to the final scores of their eight games: 66-14, 50-6, 34-14, 42-0, 30-0, 66-7, 52-0, and 49-0.  They have outscored their opponents by a combined total of 389-41, and 239-7 in the last five games.  Their only “close” game was against their arch-rivals—who knocked them out of the state playoffs last year—and they won by only twenty points!


Imagine, if you will, that Maroa-Forsyth continues to win as they have and makes it all the way to the state championship football game. The team, cheerleaders, band, and thousands of fans are all decked in blue and gold, anxious for the final showdown to determine the championship. The Trojans take the field, lining up on one sideline.


Across the field, there are no fans, no coaches, no cheerleaders, and no band.  In fact, there is not even a team—just one lone, average-sized teenager.  His clothes are ordinary, and he has neither pads nor helmet.  When the referees meet at midfield and call for the captains, he strides out by himself.


After shaking hands with the Trojan captains, he announces, “Look, to make this fair, I’ll let you get the ball at the beginning of each quarter, and I’ll only play on one leg—flamingo-style.” Stunned into silence, the opposing captains nod their approval.


You might not be surprised the next morning to read the one-word, banner headline in the sports section: SLAUGHTER.  You might be surprised, though, to learn who was the victim of the slaughter.


What on earth does this have to do with anything?  This absurd illustration is the closest comparison I could make to the account in our scripture text for this morning.  If anything, the example I gave isn’t absurd enough.


Turn to 1 Kings 18.  Last week we saw the prophet reappear in Israel after a long absence to confront King Ahab.  He instructed the king to gather the people of Israel and the prophets of Baal for a showdown.  Like the character in the cowboy movie, Elijah says to Ahab, “There’s not room in this town for the two of us.”  This showdown, which I am calling “High Noon on Mount Carmel,” gave the prophets of Baal every conceivable advantage.  Even the location played into their hands.  One commentary notes,
It would be a fitting site since it lay between Israel and Phoenicia, the lands of the deities in question. Also Mount Carmel was regarded by the Phoenicians as the sacred dwelling place of Baal. No doubt Ahab was highly pleased with this suggested site for the contest because it would have given the Baal prophets a definite advantage….

The Definitive Challenge 


Elijah issues the definitive challenge in verse 21,

And Elijah came unto all the people, and said, “How long halt ye between two opinions? If the Lord be God, follow him: but if Baal, then follow him.” And the people answered him not a word.

On first glance, we might think that Elijah’s challenge on Mount Carmel is to the prophets of Baal.  In fact, he challenges the people of Israel gathered to witness the event.  This challenge is definitive because it calls the people to define themselves: either identify with Yahweh or with Baal.  “Quit riding the fence,” Elijah is saying, “make up your minds!”

The King James Version translates the verb in verse 21 as “halt.”  The Hebrew word literally means “to limp” or “to be lame.”  One suggested translation renders “how long will you hobble on two crutches?”
  Other translations have “limp,” “waver,” “hesitate,” and “paralyzed by indecision.”  All of these terms graphically describe the condition of people who refuse to decide and commit.
Another characteristic of one in this condition is identified by D. L. Moody who said in a sermon, “A man who is undecided about any question of any magnitude never has any comfort; never has any peace.”
  There is no satisfaction in the life of a person who does not commit to anything.  Such an existence is marked by insecurity.

So Elijah calls the people of Israel to a decision.  As Joshua had challenged the Israelites hundreds of years before, “Choose this day whom you will serve” (Jos 24:15).  But unlike the Israelites in Joshua’s day who declared, “We will serve the Lord,” Elijah’s audience remained silent.  They still refused to commit one way or the other.

The Demonstrative Contest

Elijah probably figured this would be the people’s response, so he sets us a demonstrative contest.  1 Kings 18:22-24 record,

Then said Elijah unto the people, “I, even I only, remain a prophet of the Lord; but Baal's prophets are four hundred and fifty men. Let them therefore give us two bullocks; and let them choose one bullock for themselves, and cut it in pieces, and lay it on wood, and put no fire under: and I will dress the other bullock, and lay it on wood, and put no fire under: and call ye on the name of your gods, and I will call on the name of the Lord: and the God that answereth by fire, let him be God.” 

And all the people answered and said, “It is well spoken.”

Elijah lays out the odds: He is one prophet of Yahweh against 450 prophets of Baal.  Elijah had told Ahab to bring not only the 450 prophets of Baal but also the 400 prophets of the Asherah, the idols that represented Baal’s “wife.” It seems that only the prophets of Baal showed up for the contest.
  Alfred Edersheim suggests why they were absent:

It was summer. Jezebel had left the palace of Samaria, and was in her delicious cool summer-residence at Jezreel…. But Ahab was still in Samaria, busy with cares, caused by the state of the land. This temporary absence of Jezebel explains not only Ahab’s conduct, but how he went to meet Elijah, attempted no violence, and even appeared in person on Mount Carmel.

Perhaps the prophets of Asherah went with Jezebel to the summer palace at Jezreel.  At any rate, even without the prophets of Asherah, Elijah was severely outnumbered.  Chalk up one advantage to the prophets of Baal.

Secondly, Elijah spells out the competition itself.  Both sides were to prepare an animal sacrifice, pray to their god, and the deity who answered by fire would be declared the legitimate God.  This must have sounded like music to the ears of the prophets of Baal, since Baal was supposedly a fertility god, the one who sent rain, caused the crops to grow, and provided food for his people. But, most importantly here, Baal was the one who supposedly sent fire (or lightning) from heaven.
  Advantage: prophets of Baal.

 Thirdly, Elijah set forth the rules for the contest.  Once again, Elijah weighted the test in favor of the prophets of Baal. They could build their altar first, select their sacrifice and offer it first, and they could take all the time they needed to pray to Baal.
  Since the winner was the god who responded first, if Baal were to answer his prophets’ prayer, Yahweh would not even get a chance.  It is like a football game going into sudden death overtime, in which the first team to score wins the game immediately, and the prophets of Baal would get the ball first.  That leaves the advantages 3-0 in favor of the prophets of Baal (for those keeping score at home).

As expected, the prophets of Baal agreed to the contest. Even the audience, noncommittal during Elijah’s challenge, spoke up and said, “That sounds good to us.”

The “kickoff” is recorded in 1 Kings 18:25-26,

And Elijah said unto the prophets of Baal, “Choose you one bullock for yourselves, and dress it first; for ye are many; and call on the name of your gods, but put no fire under.” 

And they took the bullock which was given them, and they dressed it, and called on the name of Baal from morning even until noon, saying, “O Baal, hear us.” But there was no voice, nor any that answered. And they leaped upon the altar which was made.

The prophets of Baal are up first.  They choose the sacrificial animal first and prepared it on the altar.  They began praying, chanting, and even “leaping” upon the altar, suggesting some kind of dance.  Or was it?  The Hebrew verb used here, פִּסֵַח (pisēaḥ), is the same word used by Elijah when he asked how long the Israelites would “limp” or “hobble” along without making a commitment.  Literally it reads, “and they (the priests of Baal) hobbled upon the altar.”
  Perhaps this was a reference to some kind of pagan ritual dance, or maybe it was the biblical author’s way of poking fun at the prophets of Baal.


If that was the case, perhaps the author got the idea from Elijah.  Verse 27 records, 
And it came to pass at noon, that Elijah mocked them, and said, “Cry aloud: for he is a god; either he is talking, or he is pursuing, or he is in a journey, or peradventure he sleepeth, and must be awaked.”


Yes, you heard that right.  Elijah mocked these prophets of Baal as they continued on and on to no avail.  As their rituals went on hour after hour, suddenly a new sound emerges.  From the side, the unmistakable voice of Elijah is heard again.  This time it is not challenging or chastising; it is taunting!


“Hey, yell louder,” Elijah called out.  “Since Baal is obviously a god”—can’t you hear the sarcasm in his voice?—“he must be busy, or traveling, or maybe he’s asleep.  Call louder and wake him up!”  Perhaps the most cutting phrase is translated here, “he is pursuing.”  This is an odd phrase that some Hebrew scholars suggest that Baal had “stepped into the celestial men’s room.”
 

Before we come down on him too hard, Elijah was doing nothing that isn’t also attributed to the Lord Himself.  Psalms 2:4 states, “The one enthroned in heaven laughs; the Lord scoffs at them.”  Even God makes fun and laughs at the ridiculous antics of idolaters.  Don’t think that God doesn’t have a sense of humor!

The prophets of Baal, however, were not amused.  Verses 28-29 record,

And they cried aloud, and cut themselves after their manner with knives and lancets, till the blood gushed out upon them. And it came to pass, when midday was past, and they prophesied until the time of the offering of the evening sacrifice, that there was neither voice, nor any to answer, nor any that regarded.

Elijah’s taunts just made them all the more determined.  They screamed, they sliced open their flesh and let their blood flow.  The word “prophesied” in this context meant some kind of ecstatic, wild behavior.  It was mass chaos!

But it was also ineffective effort.  If sincerity was all that mattered, these folks would be a shoo-in.  Unfortunately, sincerity is not the ultimate measurement.  The prophets of Baal were sincere, but they were sincerely wrong.

The Dramatic Conquest

By three o’clock in the afternoon, it became apparent that Baal was not going to answer.  Maybe the prophets of Baal simply dropped from exhaustion.  Now it was Elijah’s turn.  Look at verses 30-35,

And Elijah said unto all the people, “Come near unto me.” And all the people came near unto him. 

And he repaired the altar of the Lord that was broken down. And Elijah took twelve stones, according to the number of the tribes of the sons of Jacob, unto whom the word of the Lord came, saying, “Israel shall be thy name.” And with the stones he built an altar in the name of the Lord: and he made a trench about the altar, as great as would contain two measures of seed. And he put the wood in order, and cut the bullock in pieces, and laid him on the wood, and said, “Fill four barrels with water, and pour it on the burnt sacrifice, and on the wood.” And he said, “Do it the second time.” And they did it the second time. And he said, “Do it the third time.” And they did it the third time. And the water ran round about the altar; and he filled the trench also with water.
Elijah called all the people to come close, so that they could see and hear every-thing that transpires, and to insure that there was no trickery involved.  He rebuilds an altar to Yahweh using large rocks—twelve, to be exact. Why twelve? They represented the twelve tribes of Israel.  Remember, the nation called “Israel” was now only ten tribes, while Judah represented the other two.  But as Keil and Delitzsch point out,

The twelve stones were a practical declaration on the part of the prophet that the division of the nation into two kingdoms was at variance with the divine calling of Israel, inasmuch as according to the will of God the twelve tribes were to form one people of Jehovah, and to have a common sacrificial altar; whilst the allusion to the fact that Jehovah had given to the forefather of the nation the name of Israel, directs attention to the wrong which the seceding ten tribes had done in claiming the name of Israel for themselves, whereas it really belonged to the whole nation.

Now Elijah does the most bizarre thing imaginable.  He has twelve large jars of water dumped on the sacrifice and the altar.  There was so much water that not only was the sacrifice soaked, but the excess water filled a trench dug around the altar.  The people witnessing this must have thought the old prophet had gone over the edge.  Not only was he off his rocker, someone had stolen the thing off his porch!  Just one more advantage given to the prophets of Baal.

With everyone’s attention firmly fixed on him, Elijah now turns his attention heavenward in prayer.  Verses 36-37 record,

And it came to pass at the time of the offering of the evening sacrifice, that Elijah the prophet came near, and said, “Lord God of Abraham, Isaac, and of Israel, let it be known this day that thou art God in Israel, and that I am thy servant, and that I have done all these things at thy word. Hear me, O Lord, hear me, that this people may know that thou art the Lord God, and that thou hast turned their heart back again.”

This prayer is so simple by comparison to the commotion of the prophets of Baal.  There is no ranting, raving, or special dance.  Elijah does not pray for hours on end or use big, fancy, theological words.  Yet it was effective.  Why?  Howard Hendricks explains,

Great praying brings great blessing. Elijah’s prayer was great, not because of its language, not because of its length, and certainly not because of its loudness. It was great because it was earnest, it was expectant, and it was invested in the living God.


As you probably expected, the divine response was quick and impressive.

Then the fire of the Lord fell, and consumed the burnt sacrifice, and the wood, and the stones, and the dust, and licked up the water that was in the trench. And when all the people saw it, they fell on their faces: and they said, “The Lord, he is the God; the Lord, he is the God” (1Kg 18:38-39).

God answered with fire, fire that not only consumed the sacrifice (which was the terms of the contest), but also burned up the wood on the altar, the rocks of the altar itself, and even lapped up the water in the trench around it.  All of the apparent disadvantages for Elijah and Yahweh were overcome convincingly.  It sure convinced the onlookers, who break their silence and proclaim that Yahweh truly is God.

But Elijah wasn’t yet finished, for he commanded the people to take the false prophets of Baal and slay them. This was in obedience to the Lord’s command in Deuteronomy 13:13–18 and 17:2–5. The test had been a fair one, and the prophets of Baal had been exposed as idolaters who deserved to be killed.
  The dramatic conquest of Baal was total and complete.

The remainder of the chapter speaks of the return of rain.  But this could only happen after the people responded.  “Only after the people acknowledged that Jehovah was God and executed ... the prophets of Baal could the rain come. Confession of sin and obedience to the Word of God are the steps to blessing.”

Perhaps we need to hear the challenging words of the prophet in our own day.  Many people know about God yet are unwilling to commit themselves to Him.  They may even come to church regularly, but there is no true relationship between themselves and the Lord.

Earlier I quoted from a sermon by D. L. Moody. He went on to conclude his sermon this way,

This idea of men standing still and saying, “Well, I don’t know, but I think there must be something in it,” is absurd. If there is anything in it there is everything in it. If the Bible of our mothers is not true, let us burn it. Is there one in this audience willing to say and do this? If it is a myth, why spend so much money in publishing it? Why send out millions of Bibles to the nations of the earth? Let us destroy it if it is false, and all those institutions giving the gospel to the world. What is the use of all this waste of money? Are we mad, are we lunatics who have been deluded? Let us burn the book and send up a shout over its ashes: “There is no God; there is no hell; there is no heaven; there is no hereafter. When men die, they die like dogs in the street!”

But my friends, if it is true—if heaven, if a hereafter in the Bible is true, let us come out boldly, like men, for Christ. Let us take our stand and not be ashamed of the gospel of Jesus Christ.
 


Let’s not hobble through life in spiritual indecision.  Let’s make up our minds and commit ourselves to what we down deep inside know is right.  Don’t waste any more of your life in the insecurity that comes from being noncommittal.  The cost is just too high.

Jesus made it clear that it is impossible to be neutral about Him and His message. “He that is not with Me is against Me; and he that gathereth not with Me scattereth abroad” (Matt. 12:30). There are times when being neutral means making a quiet (and perhaps cowardly) decision to reject God’s offer. It is significant that the first group named among those who go to hell is “the fearful” (Rev. 21:8), the people who knew the truth but were afraid to take their stand.
 

Just as there was not room for both Yahweh and Baal in ancient Israel, so Jesus says, “No man can serve two masters.”  Maybe we need a “high noon” experience in our own lives.  To quote from Joshua, “Choose this day whom you will serve… As for me an my house, we will serve the Lord.”
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