
The Fire of the Lord
I Kings 18:20-40

April 4th, 2021 (Easter Sunday)

Pastor John Ortberg tells the story of a pastor friend of his who was attempting to tell the
resurrection story in a children’s sermon.  The friend asked the kids this question, “What were
Jesus’ first words to the disciples after he was raised from the dead?”

Before he was able to give the answer, a little girl raised her hand high in the sky, so the
pastor let her answer.  “I know,” she said, “Ta da!” As Ortberg would argue, it was “as good a
translation as any.”

Jan and I took our first long trip in over a year last weekend.  We drove to soggy
Knoxville, Tennessee to attend the wedding of a friends’ daughter.  It was a good time
and a long trip over a short period of time, but we were glad to be able to be part of that
special event.

Thanks to Elder Larry McAuley for filling the pulpit in our absence last Sunday and
delivering a sermon on Hebrews Chapter 10 and the admonishment of sacred Scripture
not to fall into a habit of non-attendance at worship.

We return today to a very brief sermon series I’ve entitled These are a Few of My
Favorite Texts. I’m taking 9 or 10 Sundays to cover some favorite Old Testament
scripture texts that I haven’t yet preached in my ministry here with Trinity Church of
Aledo.  Three weeks ago, we looked at Exodus Chapter 14 and Israel’s crossing of the
Red Sea.  Two weeks ago, we looked at Joshua Chapter 10 and the day the sun did not
set.

And, today, we come to what is probably my most favorite passage in all of the Old
Testament - the contest between the prophet Elijah and the prophets of Baal.  Turn in
your Bibles to First Kings 18:20-40.  Before we look at today’s text, it is good for us to
learn what is taking place in the context of this book and this text.

By this time in biblical history, the land God’s people received from God is divided
between the Kingdom of Israel (10 tribes of Jacob to the north) and 2 tribes of Jacob to
the south (Kingdom of Judah). I Kings 16:29 teaches us that Ahab became king over
Israel in the 38th year of the reign of Asa King of Judah.  Ahab would reign 22 years as
King in Israel. Do you remember what kind of a king he was?

He was a brute - a tyrant; a despot.  Listen to how he’s described in I Kings 16:30-33:
“Now Ahab the son of Omri did evil in the sight of the Lord, more than all who were before him.
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And it came to pass, as though it had been a trivial thing for him to walk in the sins of Jeroboam
the son of Nebat, that he took as wife Jezebel the daughter of Ethbaal, king of the Sidonians;
and he went and served Baal and worshiped him. Then he set up an altar for Baal in the temple
of Baal, which he had built in Samaria.  And Ahab made a wooden image.  Ahab did more to
provoke the Lord God of Israel to anger than all the kings of Israel who were before him.”

With Chapter 17 of I Kings, we are introduced to God’s prophet Elijah, the Tishbite, of
the inhabitants of Gilead.  His name means “Yah is God,” the short form of “Yahweh is
God.”  Elijah’s first words to King Ahab are these as we find them in I Kings 17:1, “As the
Lord God of Israel lives, before whom I stand, there shall not be dew nor rain these years, except
at my word.”

God then tells Elijah to leave Ahab’s presence and remain in hiding until God spoke to
him again.  Fast forwarding to I Kings Chapter 18, God tells Elijah to go back to Ahab
and God will send rain.  Verse 2 says there was severe famine in Samaria.  Rain was in
short supply, and desperately needed.

Verses 17-19 then set the table for today’s text. Upon seeing Elijah approach him,
King Ahab greets him “Is that you, O troubler of Israel?” Elijah didn’t skip a beat in his
reply to the king - “I have made no trouble for Israel; you and your family are the
troublemakers, for you have refused to obey the commands of the Lord and have worshiped the
images of Baal instead. Now summon all Israel to join me at Mount Carmel, along with the 450
prophets of Baal and the 400 prophets of Asherah who are supported by Jezebel.”

We’re now ready for today’s text.  Join me in standing as I read aloud God’s Word.

I Kings 18:20-24 - “So Ahab sent for all the children of Israel, and gathered the prophets
together on Mount Carmel. And Elijah came to all the people, and said, “How long will you falter
between two opinions?  If the Lord is God, follow Him; but if Baal, follow him.”  But the people
answered him not a word. Then Elijah said to the people, “I alone am left a prophet of the Lord;
but Baal’s prophets are four hundred and fifty men. Therefore let them give us two bulls; and let
them choose one bull for themselves, cut it in pieces, and lay it on the wood, but put no fire
under it; and I will prepare the other bull, and lay it on the wood, but put no fire under it. Then you
call on the name of your gods, and I will call on the name of the Lord; and the God who answers
by fire, He is God.”  So all the people answered and said, “It is well spoken.”

Note the location where this contest took place - Mt. Carmel (verse 20).  Mt. Carmel
was the stronghold of Baal worship.  Baal was a god of the Canaanite people.  He was
the storm and fertility god believed to send forth lightning, fire, and rain.  He was
understood to give grain, oil, and wine.  It was thought he could revive the dead, heal
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the sick, and grant the blessings of children.  The Hebrew people would be regularly
tripped up in worshipping this false god as we go through Old Testament times.

Mt Carmel juts out into the Mediterranean, and as a range of limestone hills, extends
southeast for some 11 miles.  In Egyptian records from the second millennium BC, Mt.
Carmel is called “Holy Head,” suggesting it was a sanctuary.  Among Baal worshippers
Mt Carmel was sacred ground.  Given this contest would be taking place there, the
prophets of Baal would hold home court advantage. If God whips Baal on the latter’s
home turf, it will only highlight the supremacy of God and magnify the impotence of
Baal.

Then, note the challenge Elijah poses to the people (verse 21). “...Elijah came to all the
people, and said, ‘How long will you falter (limp) between two opinions?  If the Lord is God,
follow Him; but if Baal, follow him.’” Joshua’s choice was theirs; serve God or serve
another.

Verse 22 shows the extent of each team.  Team Elijah was composed of one person -
Elijah.  There were no other people.  Nada.  Elijah was alone, at least humanly
speaking.  But, there were 450 prophets of Baal and 400 prophets of Asherah.  The
odds against Elijah were 850-1.

I Kings 18:25-29 - “Now Elijah said to the prophets of Baal, “Choose one bull for yourselves
and prepare it first, for you are many; and call on the name of your god, but put no fire under it.”

26 So they took the bull which was given them, and they prepared it, and called on the name of
Baal from morning even till noon, saying, “O Baal, hear us!”  But there was no voice; no one
answered.  Then they leaped about the altar which they had made.

27 And so it was, at noon, that Elijah mocked them and said, “Cry aloud, for he is a god; either he
is meditating, or he is busy, or he is on a journey, or perhaps he is sleeping and must be
awakened.”  28 So they cried aloud, and cut themselves, as was their custom, with knives and
lances, until the blood gushed out on them.  29 And when midday was past, they prophesied
until the time of the offering of the evening sacrifice. But there was no voice; no one answered,
no one paid attention.”

Elijah defers to the second half.  The prophets of Baal call on his name - they pray to
him (a reminder that not everyone who says they are praying is praying to the God of
heaven and earth).  This goes on for several hours - “from morning till noon.”  Nothing,
no voice, no answer.  They even commenced to jumping around the altar.  Still nothing.

At noon, Elijah mocks these false prophets.  That really got them wound up.  They
cried out, even cut themselves until “the blood gushed out on them.” This continued on the
rest of the day to the time of the evening sacrifice. “But there was no voice; no one
answered, no one paid attention.”
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The presumption the prophets of Baal operated under was their god could be
manipulated to act if only the prophets could get fervently lathered up. Isn’t the same
sometimes true of today’s church?  Don’t we sometimes come under the influence of an
“evangelical Baalism”? Many churches seem to believe that God will surely bless them if
only they had more activity, more programming, more “ministries.”  God will bless the
church if we had more groups, more options to choose from for Bible study - so we can
have our “best life now.”  Some churches seem not to be content unless they have
something going on every night of the week.

All this Christian busyness is as exhausting as Baal worship, even without the gashes.
Many ministries are not illegitimate activities - Bible study is always good, for instance.
But, an illegitimate rationale may indeed be driving such ministries. Are these things
designed to manipulate, impress or stir up God? You may not be a prophet of Baal, but
you may think like one.  If only we...then God will.

I Kings 18:30-37 - “Then Elijah said to all the people, “Come near to me.”  So all the people
came near to him.  And he repaired the altar of the Lord that was broken down. 31 And Elijah
took twelve stones, according to the number of the tribes of the sons of Jacob, to whom the
word of the Lord had come, saying, “Israel shall be your name.” 32 Then with the stones he built
an altar in the name of the Lord; and he made a trench around the altar large enough to hold two
seahs of seed. 33 And he put the wood in order, cut the bull in pieces, and laid it on the wood,
and said, “Fill four waterpots with water, and pour it on the burnt sacrifice and on the wood.” 34
Then he said, “Do it a second time,” and they did it a second time; and he said, “Do it a third
time,” and they did it a third time. 35 So the water ran all around the altar; and he also filled the
trench with water. 36 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 Israel, let it be
known this day that You are God in Israel and I am Your servant, and that I have done all these
things at Your word. 37 Hear me, O Lord, hear me, that this people may know that You are the
Lord God, and that You have turned their hearts back to You again.”

Verse 30 reveals that there had been an altar to God, but it had fallen into disrepair.
Elijah rebuilt it with 12 stones (each representing one of the 12 sons of Jacob - Israel).

It seems curious that Elijah had four water jars filled with water three separate times to
douse the wood. Perhaps the math is the reason 4 jars multiplied 3 times also equals
12? Regardless, Elijah is careful in preparing to worship God on Mt Carmel because
God cares how we worship Him.  Elijah then prays - once - not all morning, noon, and
evening.  The stage is set for God to make His appearance known.

I Kings 18:38-40 - “Then the fire of the Lord fell and consumed the burnt sacrifice, and the
wood and the stones and the dust, and it licked up the water that was in the trench. (Tada!?) 39
Now when all the people saw it, they fell on their faces; and they said, “The Lord, He is God!  The
Lord, He is God!”

40 And Elijah said to them, “Seize the prophets of Baal!  Do not let one of them escape!”  So they
seized them; and Elijah brought them down to the Brook Kishon and executed them there.”
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God accepted Elijah’s sacrifice on the old, rugged altar.  Similarly, God has accepted
the sacrifice of His only begotten Son, Jesus Christ. God is a jealous God; He tells us
how to worship Him, and it is pleasing to Him when we take Him at His Word.

At Easter - and every Sunday, for that matter - we reflect upon the great sacrifice God
gave to the people Jesus came to earth to save.  And, we realize what it is to belong to
Jesus.  I find this quote of Thomas Brooks, a Purtian pastor, helpful.

“We have all things in Christ, and Christ is all things to a Christian.  If we are sick, He is a
physician; if we thirst, He is a fountain; if our sins trouble us, He is righteousness; if we stand in
need of help, He is mighty to save; if we fear death, He is life; if we are in darkness, He is light; if
we are weak, He is strength; if we are in poverty, He is plenty; if we desire heaven, He is the
way.  The soul cannot say, this I would have, and that I would have; but says Christ, it is in me, it
is in me eminently, perfectly, eternally.”- Thomas Brooks Precious Remedies against Satan’s
Devices.

For next Sunday, we’ll explore a well-known passage from the Old Testament prophet
Isaiah - Isaiah 6:1-13.

The British minister, W. E. Sangster, began to lose his voice and mobility in the mid-1950s.
He had a disease that caused progressive muscular atrophy.  He recognized the end was near,
so he threw himself into writing and praying.  In the midst of his suffering he pleaded, “Let me
stay in the struggle, Lord.  I don’t mind if I can no longer be a general, but give me just a
regiment to lead.”

Sangster’s voice eventually failed completely, and his legs became useless.  On Easter
morning just a few weeks before his death, he took a pen and shakily wrote his daughter a
letter. In it he said, “It is terrible to wake up on Easter morning and have no voice with which to
shout, ‘He is risen!’—but it would be still more terrible to have a voice and not want to shout.”
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