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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

This is by no means the only scene in the Old Testament where those who stand for God confront those who oppose him.  
I think of Moses facing Pharaoh, David confronting Goliath, Daniel confronting Belshazzar.  And yet, none is more dramatic than this.  Elijah deliberately made it so.
As is typical, the man of God appears to be outgunned.  One prophet of God vs. 450 prophets of Baal.  Winner take all.  If the Baal is god, may he hear, send fire from heaven, and consume the sacrifice offered to him.  If the Lord is God, may he hear is prophet, and send his fire to accomplish the same.
But Elijah goes further.  He gives to the worshippers of Baal every advantage.  He picks for a contest something well within Baal’s ability.  After all, he is the god of the storm, the god who sends lightening from the sky.  Further, he allows them the first pick of the two bulls, which ever they believe is the most acceptable sacrifice.  Elijah not only allows but encourages all 450 prophets to call on Baal.  Hour after hour he encourages them.   He even provokes them to add all the ritual magic in their arsenal to secure Baal’s cooperation.  This is the significance of their dancing and cutting themselves.

After all that, verse 29 concludes, “But there was no response, no one answered, no one paid attention.”

Then it was Elijah’s turn.  If he had given the prophets every advantage, he imposed upon himself every disadvantage.  He selected for his altar something decrepit and miserable.  Once used to offer sacrifices to the Lord, it now lay in ruins, long abandoned if not torn down.  How pathetic it must have appeared.

He heaped together twelve stones, one for each tribe of Israel.  He dug a trench around it, putting about 2/3 bushel of grain in the trough.  He arranged the wood and the sacrifice, a bull cut into pieces.
But then he said, “Fill four large jars with water and pour it on the offering and on the wood.”  These were the great jars used for carrying water to people’s homes.  Three times the four jars were filled and emptied until the wood was soaked and the trough was filled like small moat.
Then at the time the long discarded Law of Moses had prescribed for offering evening sacrifice, the prophet stepped forward alone, and he prayed.  “O Lord, God of Abraham Isaac and Israel, let it be known today that you are God in Israel and that I am your servant and have done all these things at your command.  Answer me, O Lord, answer me, so these people will know that you, O Lord, are God, and that you are turning their hearts back again.”  (36-37)

And the Lord sent fire from heaven, so fiercely hot that it consumed wood and sacrifice and water and stone and soil!
At the end of the day, it was plain to see that while this had been a confrontation – Elijah vs. the prophets of Baal – was only that.  It had never been a contest between their gods.   It had never been God vs. Baal.  Baal was nothing.  God was all powerful.
If you conclude this great display of power occurred to show the truth that God is and that he rewards those who diligently seek him, you would be right, but it would be less than the whole story.  If we don’t recognize the whole story, I think we will miss how directly it applies to us.  To this end, I would offer three observations:
First, what took place was not only an act of power, but an act of grace.  It was a display of the power of God for salvation.  
Elijah’s prayer makes this clear.  The prophet never directly asked for fire to fall from heaven.  Sure he desired the sign, but it was the substance, the purpose behind it, that he went after in prayer.  “Answer me, O Lord, answer me, so these people will know that you, O Lord, are God, and that you are turning their hearts back again.”
God is not the God of the spectacle.  He is the God of grace.  When it came to this great miracle, “spectacular” is how it appeared, but “gracious” is what it was.  It was at its essence an act of grace rather than spectacle.
The people’s response makes this clear in verse 39:   “When all the people saw this, they fell prostrate and cried, ‘The Lord – he is God!  The Lord – he is God!”  This end of this story is not the consuming of the sacrifice, but the people’s hearts turned back to God.
They were always the focus.  He had called for them to be there.  Back in verse 19 he had told Ahab, “Now summon the people from all over Israel to meet me on Mount Carmel.”
In verse 21, it was the people Elijah had addressed when he said, “How long will you waver between two opinions.  If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him.”

Wavered literally means limped.  They had what James would call a “divided mind.”  They were what Jesus would call “lukewarm.”  Or as Paul put it, they held to a form of godliness but denied its power.  They limp along without conviction, halfhearted in faith, non-committal.

This is why, in response to Elijah (21) they said nothing.  They were silent when they should be speaking.
What occurred that day occurred for them, not to impress Ahab or the prophets of Baal, but as an act of grace for them.
Here is my second observation.  Elijah was acting very deliberately to bring this people back under the covenant of God’s grace.  God through Elijah was renewing His covenant with them.  
In Exodus 24, key steps the Lord took Moses through in confirming his covenant with Israel are steps that Elijah now repeats.  
The Lord had commanded Moses to come up on Mt. Horeb, and to build an altar of twelve stone pillars, one for each tribe of Israel.  Elijah did the same on Mt. Carmel in the north.

The animal sacrificed on Horeb was the bull and the offering was a peace offering followed by a communal meal.  Elijah did the same.  You see Elijah commanding Ahab in verse 41, with great irony to go, eat and drink.

But rather than the people offering up the sacrifice to God as occurred on Mt. Horeb, on Mt. Carmel God came down and consumed it himself.  He consumed both the sacrifice and the altar that stood for Israel. He accepted the blood of the substitute for the sin of the nation and opened up the way to peace.

Just as Moses in Exodus 32, would command the destruction of the advocates of idolatry, so Elijah commanded the destruction of the prophets of Baal.
Finally, after all this, just as God had decreed drought and famine for covenant unfaithfulness, and there had been drought on the land for over three years, he sent the rains.
Hear me on this, please.  One of the most common and biblically ignorant criticisms of God is that in the Old Testament he is harsh and vindictive, so different from Jesus and Jesus’ God.
Our verses would be cited as an example because of the death of the false prophets.  The truth is God has been and remains so indulgent toward his people, so longsuffering.  
This miracle was given, not because Israel was repentant but because Israel was not!  It was given to bring repentance.  The judgment that fell, both on the altar and on the false prophets, did not come because God was hateful but because He is gracious.  
What people are wanting today they cannot have:  A world in which evil simply goes away in exchange for no condemnation or judgment of any kind.  It has never been the nature of evil to just go away.  It has never been the nature of justice to let evil toddle off, let alone go off marauding, to its next victim.    
Those who criticize the God of the Bible for punishing evil are so often among those who complain loudest when evil appears to go unrestrained.  Logically, you cannot have it both ways, but hostility toward God has never been concerned with logic.

So, here was the power of God for salvation.  Here God acted to renew his covenant with his people.  To these two observations, I now add the third.  

Every generation is faced with the same question – How long will you waver between two opinions – and with an even more pronounced demonstration, of God’s grace.  God’s doings through Elijah on Mt. Carmel are a small thing.  Elijah was the forerunner.  God’s judgment of fire consuming the substitute Israel in order to deliver Israel and renew the rains was the foretaste.
The fulfillment is Jesus, the Christ.  Again God intervened before there was repentance in Israel, or anywhere else in the world.  
There on a mountain outside Jerusalem the Lord provided the sacrifice, a sin bearing substitute.  A baptism of fire for which there is no comparison – I speak of God’s wrath – fell on him.  He was consumed, but death could not hold him.  After three days, Jesus rose from the dead, and has poured out His Holy Spirit to renew the world.
God has done it.  It has happened.  It is part of reality.  He has demonstrated his justice in the service of His grace.  He has defeated the gods of this world along with their schemes, and exalted one above all, Christ as Lord.  
Whenever those who stand for Christ confront those opposed to him, it has been the rule rather than the exception that the believer appears outgunned and outmanned.  Everything the world and the devil can do to make them feel that way, to demoralize them, to reduce them to merely limping along, they do.

But the reality is very different.  
The reality is that the Gospel is the power of God unto salvation for everyone who believes.  
The reality is that God delights to hear the prayer of Elijah on the lips of His people:  “Answer me, O Lord, answer me, so these people will know that you, O Lord, are God, and that you are turning their hearts back again.”

The reality is that whenever the truth of the Gospel is embodied in the life and speech of the praying believer, the power of Christ’s sacrifice for sin is as potent as on the day he rose and appeared to his disciples.  The Holy Spirit makes it potent.  The rains have come.  He produces life.
The reality is that God will send a worldwide awakening before the Day of the Lord and our Savior’s return, through an Elijah.  Keep your own lamps trimmed and burning.  Pray and wait expectantly.  The hour could come at any moment.  Like Elijah, keep your whole heart reserved for the Lord.  
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