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THE EVENING OF THE MONARCHY 
STUDIES IN KINGS AND CHRONICLES 

LESSON 6 
 

THE CONTEST BETWEEN JEHOVAH AND BAAL 
I KINGS 18 (3 OF A 4 PART SERIES ON ELIJAH) 

 

Three and a half years had passed since Elijah marched up the steps of the palace and into the 

throne room of King Ahab to announce the fact there would be no rain again except by the word of the 

Prophet who was, of course, but the mouth-piece of the Lord.  The clouds and the rain had been driven 

from the land of Israel, and the pain and misery within the kingdom had become more and more pressing.   

Weary day after weary day crept by with the sun rising and sinking on a cloudless sky over an arid 

land.  There was no sign of relief.  Ahab stayed in Samaria to attend to pressing matters caused by the 

drought while Jezebel was in the cool summer residence at Jezreel (cf. 18:45-46; 21:1-2). 

Ahab had searched both the land and the neighboring countries for Elijah, but in vain.  He was 

angry and frustrated over his futile attempts to locate the prophet (18:10).  Furthermore, Jezebel had 

worked her futile vengeance on all the prophets of the Lord that she could get her hands on, as if they had 

been Elijah’s accomplices and their deaths would somehow bring an end to the drought (18:4).  Perhaps 

she thought if all the representatives of Jehovah were exterminated, His power could no longer be 

exercised in the land.  Primarily, it was her desire to get revenge and crush all resistance to her insidious 

will that drove her to kill the prophets. 

I Kings chapter 18 is the story of the end of the three and a half years of drought in the land.  

Elijah’s confrontation with the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel is designed to show that the drought 

was not merely an unfortunate coincidence of nature, but Jehovah’s discipline as the one and only true 

God.  The rain and the end of the drought were likewise the work of Jehovah, and not Baal, the so-called 

god of thunder, rain, and fertility.  In the process of developing this larger story and its truth, a number of 

smaller incidents occur and each has its own message to tell.   

I. ELIJAH CONFRONTS OBADIAH (I KINGS 18:1-15) 

A. Obadiah, the Government Official 

Obadiah was a court official in charge of the household of the King; a steward and manager of 

the palace and all its affairs.  This meant he had a high position and the responsibility of leadership 

himself (3a).  He was also a believer who feared the Lord and was a man of faith (3b).  Because of 

his faith he had hidden 100 prophets from Jezebel.  Like all of us, however, his faith needed further 

growth and maturity.  And he needed encouragement. 

1. His Sovereign (18:3) 

While Elijah is sold out to God Obadiah is sold out to Ahab.  While Elijah is a servant of 

God, Obadiah is clearly identified as a servant of Ahab.  He is a believer, but he is living out a 

life of compromise.  He sold out for personal gain. 

2. His Secret (18:4)  

Obadiah has a position of power in the court of Ahab that requires trust and faithfulness, 

but Obadiah has two secrets that would cost him his life if Ahab knew.  The Bible tells us that 

Obadiah is a closet believer.  He fears Jehovah, but he isn’t about to tell anyone.  While he 

didn’t let his faith be known neither did he bow to Baal.  When Jezebel began killing prophets, 

Obadiah took 100 of them and hid them in caves. 

3. His Service (5-6)  
Ahab divides the land between himself and Obadiah hoping that they may "find grass to 

keep the horses and mules alive."  These verses make it clear that Obadiah is serving Ahab.  

Elijah was serving God while Obadiah was serving the enemy of God.  You can only serve one! 

Here was a man who served the One True God, even in the house of an idolatrous master.  

We are constrained to honor Obadiah as one who feared the Lord greatly; as is revealed to us in 

these verses, written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit saw fit to tout 

Obadiah’s praises in his clandestine preserving of the true prophets of God, even though 

Obadiah blows his own trumpet just a few verses later, in the ears of Elijah. 
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Obadiah, while fearing the God of Elijah, was weakened in his service to God by his 

devotion to his worldly master.  He should have said, “But King Ahab, what about the people? 

Can we work to preserve the beasts of your stables and ignore the infirmity of your subjects?”  

Might he have incurred the wrath of a Godless and evil master in even presuming to correct his 

vision?  Yes!  But so what?  We are in the world, and must function in the world, but we are not 

to be of the world.  When man’s goals and aspirations oppose Godly living and conscience, we 

must stand against them or be dragged down with them. 

Obadiah perhaps represented all of Israel in needing to hear the question Elijah would put 

to the people in verse 21: “How long will you falter between two opinions?  If the Lord is God, 

follow Him!‖ 

Are you an Obadiah, child of God?  Is your faith tepid, and your service weak?  Is your 

personal relationship with God such a distant thing, that you fear the hand of Ahab more than 

you trust the loving hand of your Heavenly Father?  Consider where your trust has been placed 

and where your loyalties really lie. 

 

B. Elijah Encounters Obadiah (18:7-16) 

1. Obadiah’s Identification of Elijah (18:7) 

Obadiah is quick to recognize Elijah and show proper respect for God’s man, but then no 

one is a round to see it.  That is always the way of a compromiser. 

2. Obadiah’s indictment of Elijah (8-9) 

Elijah tells Obadiah to go to Ahab and tell him that he has returned.  He points his finger at 

Elijah and accuses him of trying to get him killed.  His reverence for the prophet in verse 7 

meant very little.  Verse 9 shows his real character.  He has no real respect for the man of God, 

his mission, or the Word of God.  (Our churches today are filled with Obadiah’s paying lip 

service to God, but not obeying God.) 

Obadiah confronted Elijah over three issues: And finally, Obadiah told Elijah that he knew 

of the character of the Spirit of God, and he was sure that if he went back to Ahab and told him 

he had found the prophet, Ahab would come out to meet his enemy only to discover that the 

Spirit of God had taken the prophet somewhere else, and Obadiah would be standing before the 

king holding an empty bag, his life forfeit.  (see II Kings 2:16, Ezekiel 3:12-14, Acts 8:39-40). 

3. Obadiah’s lack of sympathy toward Elijah (18:9-14) 

In these verses Obadiah begins offering up one excuse after another.  Remember, no matter 

how hard you try to hide it, what’s on the inside of you will eventually come out. 

a. His personal fears (18: 12,14) 

He asked him what sin he had committed against Elijah that Elijah would now turn him 

over to the lions by making him go back and tell the king he was in town. 

He told Elijah that for the last three and a half years King Ahab had had an APB (all 

points bulletin) on the prophet and that anyone who saw him should arrest him on sight.  

Ahab had even had his men go to the surrounding nations and kingdoms to find the 

prophet, and when they could not find him they had that nation or kingdom swear by these 

gods that they could not find him. 

b. His past fruit (13) (He is too important for the task assigned) 

Obadiah then reminded Elijah of who he was: "I...your servant have feared the LORD 

from my youth." This dear servant of God had probably given his life to the Lord in his 

teens, then had been hired by the court of King Ahab, and had worked his way up the 

ladder to a position of honor and authority, never once in all those years bowing his knee to 

Baal.  He continued, "May I please remind you that I am the one who hid a hundred 

prophets of the Lord in some caves and fed them all during the time Jezebel was killing 

every godly prophet she could find?" It was at great risk to his own life from the hand of 

Queen Jezebel that he did this.  He was of the same character as Corrie Ten Boom of 

Holland, who during the second world war had to make a decision to offer refuge to the 

Jews in the hiding place on the top floor of her father's watch shop rather than listen to the 

orders of the Nazis or her church to turn them out. 

4. Obadiah’s indulgence of Elijah (15-16) 

Obadiah finally obeyed the prophet's command (8) and went to Ahab (16). 
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He finally agrees to do as Elijah has said and walks away, but we never hear of him or from 

him again.  He probably faded back into his old compromising lifestyle and could never be 

used of the Lord.  He became what I Corinthians 9:27 calls a “castaway.” 

 

C. The Reason for the Encounter 

Yet the episode between Elijah and Obadiah appears to have two major purposes.   

1. Obadiah's speech reveals to Elijah the gravity of the crisis in Samaria during his 

absence. 

2. Obadiah's scene establishes the unique authority of Elijah. 

3. Elijah saw beforehand, in Obadiah's response to him, how believers in Israel would 

respond.   

Obadiah was similar to many believers in Jehovah who were living in Israel then.  They 

had divided allegiances, their faith in God was weak, they were fearful for their own 

safety, and they were slow to respond to God's word.  What a contrast Obadiah was to the 

Gentile widow of Zarephath (cf. Matt. 15:21-28), to what he would soon do on Mount Carmel.  

Elijah would call on the people to do essentially what he had commanded Obadiah to do: obey 

the Lord's word through His prophet. 

II. ELIJAH CONFRONTS AHAB (I KINGS 18:17-19) 

A. Ahab Accuses Elijah (18:17) 

Ahab had a problem of perception similar to Obadiah's (v.  17; cf.  v.  7).  The real source of 

Israel's troubles was Ahab and Omri's disregard of the Mosaic Covenant and their preference for 

idolatry (Deut. 6:5).   

 

B. Elijah’s Answer (18:18) 

Elijah rightly corrects Ahab, because, though it would appear that Elijah was the one who was 

responsible for the drought and the suffering it caused for children and entire families, it was really 

Ahab who was responsible for it.  He had turned away from the Lord and his Word and was 

worshiping Baal, and he had led the people to worship Baal.  It was Ahab, not Elijah, who was the 

source of trouble. 

Sin always causes trouble.  That is where trouble comes from in our lives as individuals and in 

our homes.  When we get moody and grouchy and irritable, or when we withdraw into ourselves 

because we are hurt, we always cause trouble in our family and unrest in others.  They react, and it 

stirs up relationships.  Sin always troubles people.  If there is trouble in our lives and we are filled 

with unrest and turmoil, it is because sin, somewhere, is causing it.  That was what was happening 

in Israel at this time.  Ahab was responsible, and Elijah rightly puts his finger on the culprit. 

 

C. Elijah Offers the Challenge (18:19) 

―And now therefore, send and gather all Israel to me on Mount Carmel, the four hundred 

and fifty prophets of Baal, and the four hundred prophets of the Asherah, who eat at Jezebel’s 

table."(I Kings 18:19) 

The challenge is laid down and the stage is now set for the contest.  If this had 

happened in the twentieth century A.D.  instead of the ninth century B.C., I think that 

ABC television would have covered the event, with camera crews on top of Mount 

Carmel, coaxial cables all over the place, and Howard Cosell and Frank Gifford would 

be there to give the commentary.  I can see it all now--even the locker room interview 

with the high priest of Baal before the encounter.  It probably would have been billed 

for months as "Super Baal I."   

 – David Roper,―On Top of Mt Carmel‖ Sermon at Penninsula Bible Church) 

 

To “eat at Jezebel’s table” meant they were on the government payroll.  Jezebel had made 

her pagan religions the official religion of Israel. 

 

III. THE SHOWDOWN ON MOUNT CARMEL (I KINGS 18:20-40) 
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A. The Place 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The place chosen for the contest was Mount Carmel.  “Carmel” is a Hebrew word that means “a 

garden land, a place of fruitfulness or fertility.” It comes from karam, “to tend vines” or kerem, “a 

vineyard.”  

Mt.  Carmel is a continuation of the central mountain range, thrusting northwestward into the 

Mediterranean.  This plunge continues beneath the water for six miles.  In the time of Pharaoh Pepi 

I (ca. 2300 BC), the mountain served as a landmark for ancient Egyptian seafarers, who called it 

"the antelope's nose." 

The Upper Carmel, some 12 miles long maintains a fairly steady height of about 1300 feet over 

sea level.  There are four peaks.  The lowest of these, at Muhraka (1540 feet), stands out in contrast 

with the lower Carmel (ca.  700 feet), which stretches southward from it to the pass by Megiddo.  

 Since I Kings 18:42 says that Elijah went to the top of Carmel after confronting the prophets of 

Baal, and since this peak was the most conspicuous, it attracted the tradition of that event.  Today 

the Carmelite monastery of Muhraka (Arabic for "burnt offering") stands here.  It’s roof affords a 

view over the Jezreel Plain. 

 

B. The Reasons for Carmel 

1. The first to get rain 

A drought had afflicted the land.  As a mountainous thrust into the sea, Mt.  Carmel would 

be the first to get rain.  It receives, indeed, a yearly average of 600 mm.  (ca. 28 inches).   

2. Unpopulated 

For most of human history, and certainly in Old Testament times, people did not want to 

live on top of Mt.  Carmel.  The varied limestone of the Upper Carmel is full of fissures, the 

result of a geologically tumultuous uprising.  When it rains, therefore, the water percolates deep 

into the rock.  Not enough stays near the surface for grain.  Israelites refused to live where they 

could not grow grain, grapes and olives together: "your grain and your new wine and your oil." 

(Deut.  11:14; Psalm 104:15, Hosea 2:8.  The three are mentioned together many times.) 
Grapes and olives can grow on the Upper Carmel, for their roots go deep.  Even the name 

Carmel may derive from kerem el, "the vineyard (or olive grove) of God."  The mountain is 

Biblically famous for its luxuriant vegetation: Isaiah (35:2) sings of "the majesty of Carmel and 

Sharon." But grain does not do well. 

3. A neutral zone 

The Upper Carmel thrusts itself between Phoenician territory and Israelite, yet no one lived 

on it; hence it was a neutral zone, an ideal place for the confrontation between Baal (to 

Phoenicians the source of rain) and the God of Israel.  actually Elijah was doing anything but 

"stacking the deck" in his own favor.   If anything he was giving deference to the prophets of 

Baal.  Carmel was much more Baal territory than it was the worship of Jehovah.  The altar of 

Jehovah had fallen into disrepair (I Kings 18:30b). 

http://www.netours.com/2003/meg.htm
http://www.netours.com/2003/Dic/D19Carmelites.htm
http://www.netours.com/2003/meg-jez.htm
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Furthermore the Phoenicians regarded Carmel as Baal's sacred dwelling place.  Storms with 

lightning and thunder were common on Mount Carmel, and Baal worshippers viewed them as 

manifestations of their deity.  In the minds of many, Baal had the advantage in this contest. 

III. THE VINDICATION OF JEHOVAH (I KINGS 18:17-40) 

The contest on Carmel is not, as often billed, between Elijah and the prophets of Baal: it is between 

his Lord Jehovah Himself and Lord Baal.  Elijah ordered Ahab around (19) as was appropriate since the 

prophet was the representative of the true King of Israel.  Surprisingly Ahab obeyed.  His weak will 

becomes even more obvious later in I Kings. 

 

A.  Elijah Called the People (I Kings 18:17-22) 

Probably hundreds if not thousands of people gathered since Elijah summoned all Israel to 

Mount Carmel. 

Interestingly this was a contest of prophets, not priests.  The priests in Israel had long since lost 

their influence in Israel.  Apparently the prophets in Phoenicia were more powerful too.  Perhaps 

God accepted Elijah's offering as a non-priest because there were no faithful priests in the Northern 

Kingdom at this time (cf. Num. 18; Deut. 18). 

The Israelites had been straddling the spiritual fence just as Obadiah had (21).  The issue is not 

that Israel wanted to reject Jehovah and choose Baal, but rather to serve them both.  Elijah called 

for an either/or decision.   Elijah realized that he was not the only prophet of Jehovah who remained 

in Israel (v. 22; cf. v. 13), but in this situation the odds were one against 450.  He felt alone.  His 

victory would require a supernatural act of God.  None of the people said a word. 
 

B. Elijah’s Challenge (I Kings 18:23-24) 

Verse 21 – “Falter between two opinions” To falter is to limp –literally to hop on one leg after 

another.  The indecision or attempt to please both Jehovah and the pagan gods left the people 

crippled.  Was Elijah saying that either choice would be okay? No, he was calling them to true 

worship.   

Take 2 bulls 

Cut them to pieces 

Put them on an altar 

Put no fire under them 

The one who answers by fire will be judged as God. 

The people thought this was a great idea. 

In the Old Testament fire was a sign of the presence and supply of the Lord (e.g., the burning 

bush in Exodus 3:2, and the pillar of fire in Exodus 13:21-22).  Obviously, then, fire would be a 

clear sign that Jehovah was the true God.  Fire was also a sign that God had accepted the priests, 

their sacrifices, and their service, and that Israel could have access to God through the priestly 

ministry inaugurated in the Old Testament (Lev. 9:1-24).  In Leviticus 9 the glory of the Lord 

appeared to all the people and fire came down from heaven and consumed the burnt offering and 

the portions of fat on the altar.  Likewise, the fire in I Kings 18 would also demonstrate God’s 

acceptance of Elijah’s sacrifice and ministry and His rejection of the Baal prophets and their 

sacrifice. 

Fire was also a sign of divine judgment and wrath against sin and rejection of God’s plan.  Over 

and over again it is a picture of God’s wrath (Isa. 26:11; Heb. 10:27; 12:28-29; I Cor. 3:13-15).  

The fire would further demonstrate God’s wrath on the system of Baal.  Right after this the 

prophets were seized and put to death (40). 
 

C. The Attempt Of The Prophets Of Baal (I Kings 18:25-29) 

26 – “Leaped” – Literally "jumped up and down." The mad exhibition is characteristic of 

demon possession. 

This description parallels many other descriptions of the activities of the priests of Baal.  They 

would begin by leaping about the altar, then they would start going in circles like the whirling 

dervishes do today in Syria.  They would shout and scream and leap into the air.  Finally, they 

would tear off their robes and begin to cut themselves with lances and swords and give way to 
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incoherent cries, ecstatic utterances, and finally would fall exhausted at the base of the altar.  This 

was the practice they followed. 

Zechariah 13 says that in the Millennium the false prophets will explain the marks between 

their hands by saying, "These were marks that I received at the house of my friends," i.e.  they 

would disavow any association with the Beast or with Baal worship, and explain the marks on their 

body on some other basis.  The point is, that these prophets, by gashing themselves repeatedly, bore 

dreadful scars on their bodies and were readily identified.  They mutilated themselves terribly in the 

practice of their religion, and it is this that is being described here. 

27 – “Elijah mocked them” – Not normally polite.  Elijah did something that must have 

shocked everyone present.  He mocked Baal.  In the ancient East even if a person did not worship 

an idol he at least took its status as a god for granted.  However, Elijah refused to acknowledge that 

Baal was a god at all.  He suggested that Baal might be "occupied" (27; lit. “relieving himself”).  

His devotees also thought Baal accompanied the Phoenician sailors, so Elijah suggested he might 

be on a journey (27).  All of these possibilities exposed Baal's limited powers and helped the 

observers and the priests themselves to see the foolishness of thinking that they were dealing with 

powerful gods whom their actions and words could convince to help them. 

28 – “Cut…after their manner.” They felt that their gods, liking to see bloodshed, would thus 

be pleased.  The true God had forbidden this (Lev. 19:28; Deut 14:01).   

29 – “Prophesied” – Probably unintelligible babbling (See I Cor.  14:33). 

By coming in fire God would illustrated His power to judge (Lev.  10:1-2).  Even though Baal 

worshippers thought the thunder represented Baal's voice they did not hear his voice on this 

occasion (v.  26).  This was not a rain making dance but a wild dance in worship of Baal. 

Pagan worship has always proved destructive to humanity, as the priests' cutting themselves 

illustrated (v.  28).  For six hours the priests of Baal ranted and raved to no avail (v.  29). 

There are many forms of idolatry including greed and covetousness (Eph. 5:5; Col. 3:5).  

Anything mankind worships or depends on for security, significance, or happiness, other than the 

Lord, becomes a form of idolatry.  Today, people do not generally construct gods of wood and 

stone, but they do make gods out of their own ideas, opinions, and strategies for life.  All false 

religions and forms of idolatry, including our strategies for handling life, are the products of the 

vacuum action of the soul.  They are the workings of our own blindness to provide substitutes to fill 

the void in our lives and are substitutes for God’s plan for life (Rom. 1:18f; Eph. 4:17f). 
 

D. Elijah’s Symbolism (I Kings 18:30-40) 

Elijah called the people to come near because what he was about to do, his preparation and his 

prayer, was designed to be instructive, as well a show them he had nothing to hide.  It was 

doctrinally significant and important to faith and effectual prayer.  The people had just witnessed 

the futile praying of the Baal priests, and Elijah wanted them know Jehovah was the true God who 

answered prayer when people come to Him according to His plan of grace.  He wanted them to 

witness the power of prayer.  Public prayer is a means not only of exalting the Lord and seeking His 

grace, but of providing encouragement and a blessing to people (I Cor. 14:15-17). 

Jehovah's altar at that site (one of the high places?) had fallen into disrepair (30).  Elijah rebuilt 

it, as the Mosaic Covenant specified, with 12 uncut stones symbolic of Israel's 12 tribes.  (Moses 

had built an altar at Sinai and set up twelve stones for the twelve tribes (Exodus 24:4), and Joshua 

had erected the twelve stones at Gilgal in the Gilgal covenant festival (Joshua 4:3).  Even though 

the nation was divided there was still only one Lord, one covenant, and one nation with one destiny 

in the plans and purposes of God.) 

The 12 pitchers of water (33-34) likewise represented Israel, probably as God's instrument of 

refreshment to the world.  Elijah may have obtained the water from a spring or perhaps from the 

Mediterranean Sea that is not far from some parts of Mount Carmel.   

It was God's intention for a time that the northern kingdom and the southern kingdom be 

divided politically, but it was never his intention that they be divided spiritually.  He wanted them 

to worship the Lord who was worshiped in Jerusalem – the Lord God of Israel, the Lord who had 

delivered them from Egypt, the One who took them through the wilderness and into the land, the 

One who drove the Canaanites out of the land so they could possess it, the One who gave them 

vineyards that they never planted.  The Israelites reaped the harvest of fields they had never sown.  

http://www.bibleexplained.com/moses/Levi/le19.htm#le1928 tattoo
http://www.bibleexplained.com/moses/Deut/de14.html#de1401
http://www.bibleexplained.com/epistles-p/1-Cor/1co14.htm#1co1433
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They lived in villages they didn't build.  The Lord had done all this for them, He had protected them 

and preserved them, and it was always His intention that they trust Him and count on Him for 

blessing.  He is the One who promised in the Law that, if they obeyed Him, He would insure 

fertility.  There would always be adequate rainfall and their needs would be met.  For Israel the 

issue of fertility was always spiritual and moral.  It wasn't achieved through various ritual practices, 

through forms of worship – it was something that was the natural result of a living relationship with 

God.  When they loved God and loved his Word, everything else would be added to them. 

It is to this Lord that Elijah is calling them back in this symbolic way, building an altar of 

twelve stones, symbolizing each of the tribes of Israel gathered together again around the Lord. 

 
E. Elijah’s Actions and prayer (I Kings 18:31-37) 

He prepares the sacrifice.  He cuts up the ox and lays it on the altar.  Then he proceeds to pour 

water over the entire offering--over the ox and the wood and the stones.  He digs a trench at the 

bottom.  It is difficult to know from this description just exactly what is going on, but it appears that 

he digs a trench at the bottom to hold the water, which flows down through the offering and into the 

trench, so that the whole thing is entirely saturated.  Again, he is making things difficult for the 

Lord.  It is right to take the most difficult circumstances of life and set them before the Lord.  

Perhaps Elijah also does this so that there will be no suspicion that any trickery was involved here, 

that he had something up his sleeve, some way of igniting the fire in a natural way.  This has to be a 

miracle – something only God can do. 

Elijah prayed a simple prayer for God's glory at 3:00 p.m., the time of Israel's sacrifice that 

illustrated its daily commitment to Jehovah (36-37).  Emphasizing the fact that Jehovah had been 

Israel's God since patriarchal times, Elijah prayed that the Lord would reveal Himself as Israel's 

God.  He also asked that the people would perceive that He had accepted His servant Elijah's 

offering that he had presented in harmony with God's Law.  The heart of the people needed turning 

back to God, and Elijah prayed for evidence of that as well (37). 

What can we learn from Elijah’s actions? There is no access to God and thus no prayer 

heard apart from God’s prescribed sacrifice and access.  But remember this Old Testament 

sacrifice (as with all Old Testament sacrifices) was a shadow or type of Christ and God’s 

sacrifice for the sin of the world through His Son (Heb. 10:5-10; John 1:29).  What does this 

mean for us today now that Christ, God’s Lamb, has come and borne the sin of mankind?  

(1) All must come to God through faith in the person and work of Christ who died in our 

place to bear our sin (cf. John 14:6; Acts 4:12; Ephesians 2:13-18; 3:12). 

(2) We are to pray to the Father in the Name of the Son, and in the power of the Holy 

Spirit (cf. John 14:13-14; 15:16; 16:23-24; Eph  6:18). 

  (3) We must be in fellowship or our first prayer needs to be the prayer of confession by 

which we honestly deal with the problems of the heart as well as our overt behavior 

(Ps  66:18; 28:13; Eph. 4:30 and 6:18). 

   (4) It also means the believer who publicly prays in the name of Jesus Christ who loved 

us and gave Himself for us stands out as a testimony and as a condemnation of the ecumenical 

spirit of the day where prayer is made merely in God’s name or in the name of the deity.  

   –  (Definbaugh) 

 
F. Jehovah’s Answer (I Kings 18:38) 

There must have been an ear-splitting crash and claps of thunder as the lightning struck the 

offering, and the whole thing just exploded in a blaze of light.  All that was left was a little patch of 

burnt earth.  For a moment there must have been an awesome silence, and then everyone fell on 

their faces, saying, “The Lord is God!‖ 

IV. ELIJAH HAS THE PROPHETS OF BAAL EXECUTED (I KINGS 18:40) 

This was in accordance with the Old Testament law.  The law told them that if false prophets came 

into their midst they were to slay them.  They were not to listen to them.  It is a harsh and terrible thing to 

do.  We are not called upon to stone false prophets today – but we are called upon to deal with the other 

gods in our lives as harshly as Israel dealt with the priests of Baal, and to put away the things that we trust 

in, the things that we count on, the things that we believe in, that we think will give life, apart from God.  
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That was the Isarelites' first act after making the Lord their God.  In verses 41-46, the Lord brings 

blessing to Israel. 

God accepted the sacrifice of the nation symbolized by the 12 stones, the dust out of which He had 

created the people, and the 12 pitchers of water (38).  The Israelites did turn back to God.  They 

demonstrated their repentance with obedience to the Mosaic Law and God's prophet by slaying the false 

prophets as the Law prescribed (40; cf. Exod. 22:20; Deut. 13:1-18; 17:2-7; 18:20).  The Kishon Wadi 

(usually a dry river bed) lay just north of Mount Carmel in the Jezreel Valley below. Elijah's actions on 

Mount Carmel were a strong polemic against the Canaanite religion. 

Many people today are outraged by the fact that Elijah executes the Baal prophets (with the evident 

approval of God).   How intolerant can you get!  So this passage has something to say about the limits of 

religious tolerance.  

 

A. Israel had a Different Arrangement with God than the Church 

During the Old Testament period, the people of God was a nation, Israel was a theocracy, and their 

civil law code forbade the worship of other gods as treasonous.  Today the people of God is the Church 

made up of all nationalities.  The church is not the “New Israel.”  It’s members live under the civil laws of 

whatever nation they inhabit.  America, of course, is not a theocracy and upholds freedom of religion, 

which is a principle that derives ultimately from the New Testament. 

 

B. Baal Worship was more Horrible than we can Imagine 

The two central observances of Baal worship were capital crimes in most states (and countries) 

today. 

1. Ritual prostitution 

Since Baal and the Asherah were fertility gods, Baal needed to have sex with the Asherah 

in order to cause crops to grow and livestock reproduce.   In order to induce Baal to do this, 

male worshippers needed to have sex with cult prostitutes (sympathetic magic).   This made 

Baal worship pretty popular with the men, but cult prostitutes were sex-slaves who were carried 

off against their will and horribly abused by the men who used them.  What if this happened to 

your 12 year old daughter? 

2. Child-sacrifice 

Baal and his Ammonite counterpart, Molech, both required worshippers to offer their first-

born children through a nightmarish ritual.  God was angry about this (See Jer. 32:35)! 

Now, what if we discovered something like this was going on in California?  Both 

kidnapping for sexual slavery and child murder are capital crimes, even if they are done in the 

name of religion.   

 

C. Religious Tolerance is not Absolute 

Your freedom or tolerance obviously ends where my nose begins.  A religious rationale for 

criminal practices only makes them more (not less) heinous and inexcusable.  Freedom of religion 

does not mean that any religious group can do anything they please.  The Mormons found out that 

the federal government can legislate such practices as polygamy. 

On a personal level also there is no such thing as universal, unlimited religious tolerance.  Just 

as God set limits to religious toleration in Israel, he sets limits to his own religious tolerance in our 

lives.  Who or what you choose to worship is the most important decision you will ever make 

because one day you will give an account to the one true God.  And he will pass a verdict on your 

decision (Dan. 12:2; John 5:28,29), depending on how you respond to his offer of mercy through 

his Son Jesus (John 5:24).  God is "tolerant" now in the sense that he is patiently giving you the 

opportunity to come to know him.  But this patience is temporary.  Its purpose is not to lull you into 

a false sense of security that there will be no judgment, but to lead you to repentance (Rom. 2:4,5). 

V. ELIJAH PRAYS FOR THE END OF THE DROUGHT (I KINGS 18:41-46) 

Thunder may have accompanied the falling of the fire (lightning?) from heaven (sound of 

abundance of rain?).  Elijah told Ahab that he could celebrate by eating, but Elijah went up higher to pray 

for rain.  He bowed down and placed his face between his kness, perhaps evidencing humility and 

mourning as well as prayer.  Rain normally came on Carmel from the west, from the Mediterranean Sea.   
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Elijah persisted in prayer doubtless basing his request on the people's repentance and God's promise 

to bless with rain (Deut. 28:12).  Jezreel was Ahab's winter palace that stood 10 to 20 miles southeast of 

Carmel, depending on where on Mount Carmel these events took place, in the Jezreel Valley.  Elijah may 

have ran along the ridge of Mount Carmel while Ahab's chariot got bogged down in the muddy valley 

below. 

―Cloud as small as a man's hand”–The long drought was like the spiritual dryness.  The rule of 

Ahab had also been oppressive.  For Elijah, as one with the eyes of faith who was resting on the promise 

of God, the little cloud was just the start of something big.  In Elijah’s reaction we see the expectation of 

the faith and of a man grounded in and believing the Word of God.  He didn’t hesitate.  Immediately he 

sent his servant with a message to Ahab.  In essence, his message said, ―Get back to the palace or you are 

going to get caught in the rain and it is going to be such a rain that you will not be able to travel‖.  

Evidently Elijah expected the ravines would be filled with water and there would be flash floods. 

There are several similarities between Judges 4 and 7 and 1 Kings 18.  All three 

encounters with Israel's enemies took place on the south side of the Jezreel Valley.  The Kishon 

figured in both Barak and Elijah's victories over the Canaanites.  Gideon faced odds of 450 to 

one as Elijah did, and both men experienced miraculous deliverances.  In the future Israel's 

enemies will again assemble against her in this valley at Armageddon.  Then Jesus Christ will be 

the hero and will bring an even more spectacular victory to His chosen people. (Constable) 

CONCLUSION 

Today two competing worldviews and two competing views of persons offer 

different solutions to our social problems.  Naturalists say that nature is all that exists 

and people are just complex socioeconomic machines—therefore all you have to do to 

end poverty or correct societal dysfunction is adjust the external environment, modify 

the economic incentives, and change the educational inputs.  Much social policy in the 

last few decades worked with this assumption.  But if historic biblical theism is true, 

should we not expect social programs combining spiritual and social transformation to 

work better than either purely secular or nominally religious programs? 

President Bush's forming of a White House Office on Faith-Based and 

Community Initiatives (OFBCI) continues to generate controversy, even in Christian 

circles, but I believe it gives us an opportunity for a nonviolent reenactment of Elijah's 

contest with the false prophets. 

Let's challenge the secularists to a test.  Let's invite our best secular universities 

to have their top social scientists conduct careful, sophisticated comparative 

evaluations of at least three types of social-service providers: the secular, the 

religiously affiliated, and the holistic Christian that combine evangelism, prayer, and 

dependence on the Holy Spirit with the best of the medical and social sciences.  (In fact, 

why not also include Buddhist and Muslim programs?) The programs could be job 

training, drug and alcohol rehabilitation—whatever.  The only significant variable 

would be the absence or presence of faith-based components grounded in the biblical 

belief that people need spiritual as well as socioeconomic renewal….. 

Emerging reports prove that faith-based organizations (FBOs) succeed in 

combating social problems.  Graduates of Teen Challenge have an 85 percent drug 

rehabilitation success rate, according to a recent Northwestern University study—in 

contrast with another study's finding of a 28 percent rate for secular programs.  Faith-

based mentoring teams seem to have played a crucial role in enabling Ottawa County 

in Michigan to become the first county in the United States to have nobody on the 

welfare rolls.  Lawndale Community Center's faith-based health center has helped 

cause a 60 percent drop in infant mortality rates in a destitute section of Chicago, 

prompting headlines in local papers and careful exploration by federal health officials. 

Too much of the evidence is still anecdotal.  We need far more extensive scholarly 

evaluation of holistic faith-based providers.  But there are enough indicators to raise 

the possibility that holistic FBOs sometimes succeed when almost everything else has 

failed.  (Ronald J. Sider, ñRevisiting Mt. Carmel Through Charitable Choice,‖ 

Christianity Today, June 11, 2001) 


