Sunday, September 23, 2007
“The Lord alone is God!”
1 Kings 18: 20-46
39 When all the people saw this, they fell prostrate and cried, “The Lord—He is God! The Lord—He is God!” 
1 Kings 18:39 NIV
-----------
Sermon: - “The Lord alone is God!”
1 Kings 18: 20-46
39 When all the people saw this, they fell prostrate and cried, “The Lord—He is God! The Lord—He is God!” 
1 Kings 18:39 NIV

As we pick up the story of the confrontation of Ahab by Elijah, we find Elijah clearly in charge of the situation. He has challenged Ahab to a contest in which Ahab appears to be confident that he can win. Thus, Ahab immediately orders the prophets of Baal to assemble on Mount Carmel to meet the challenger, Elijah. 
1 Kings 18:20-46 (NIV)

20 So Ahab sent word throughout all Israel and assembled the prophets on Mount Carmel. 21 Elijah went before the people and said, “How long will you waver between two opinions? If the Lord is God, follow Him; but if Baal is god, follow him.” 
Folks, we all stand in awe of Elijah. What kind of man is he? What does he know that we don’t? Will he end up the fool today or will it be the prophets of Baal? 
We call everyone we know and tell them, “Hurry, there’s a fight about to take place up on Mt. Carmel. You don’t want to miss it. I’m going there right now.”
There, in front of the mass of people – there, face to face with the 450 prophets of Baal – in a contest with enormously bad odds, at minimum, 450 to one and more likely, a million to one – there Elijah speaks with exceptional boldness. He lays down the gauntlet. He says, “Let’s settle this matter once and for all.” “If the Lord is God, follow Him; but if Baal is god, follow him.”
Just a side note about a gauntlet. A gauntlet is a protective glove, like a welder’s glove. It would be a hindrance in a fist fight. So, the wearer would throw it to the ground to show that he was challenging an opponent to fight. Thus, the phrase, to throw down the gauntlet has come to mean, to issue a challenge. In politics, “The candidate flung down the gauntlet and challenged his opponent to a debate.” On Mt. Carmel, Elijah threw down the gauntlet to bring to an end the debate about who really is God.
As this grand finale nears its dramatic finish, God wants there to be no doubt among the people of Israel as to who started the drought and who ended the drought. And when these questions were answered, there would be no doubting the truth that the Lord, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel, He is God!
Let’s not forget the reason for the drought in Israel during Ahab’s reign. Ahab AND the people of Israel had turned their backs on the Lord and given their worship to Baal & Asherah. God in His mercy sent Elijah to Israel to initiate His discipline in hopes of leading His people to repent and turn back to Him.

Ahab’s initial response was to resist the discipline – to fight back at the Lord and His servant and try to hunt down Elijah and kill him. During this time, Ahab no doubt called on the prophets of Baal & Asherah to pray and make sacrifices to get the rains to return during this 3 plus years of drought. Surely, he thought, these prophets could gain a hearing with Baal and surely Baal would be appeased and cajoled to release the rain he controlled.

Yet, even through all their attempts to get their gods to perform for them, the Lord God was wooing Israel back to Himself through this disciplinary act of withholding rain.

So, when Elijah comes to present himself to Ahab, it is with the hope that Ahab has already repented or is ready to repent. It is with the hope that Ahab has seen the error of his ways and will now welcome Elijah and the one, true God, the Lord, the God of Abraham, Isaac & Israel.
But sadly, instead, Elijah finds an Ahab who is still resistant to the Lord. Repentance still seems far away. So, God’s discipline must be taken to the next level, which will be this contest between Baal and the Lord. 
Do you remember the day you bought a new computer? It was fast and your programs worked smoothly as they were designed to. Then, you got the shock. Suddenly everything slowed down. The programs didn’t perform as before. You may have even received a message like, “your computer will shut down in 1 minute.” 
You ask a friend, “What has happened to my computer?” The answer, “Your computer has been infected with a virus.”

This is the picture of sin. This is the picture of what the presence of the gods of Baal are doing in the lives of God’s people.
What is the answer for your computer? Virus protection. Virus removal.

I remember one of the first times I got hit by a malicious computer virus. It wiped out all my .jpg picture files. It was a huge loss. And, it made me vigilant from then on regarding the attempts by evil and selfish minded people to take control of my computer.
Now, would I be wrong to execute those viruses? I don’t think so.
Well, the matter of the destiny of our souls and the glory of Almighty God is of such serious matter that when villainous, false gods succeed at turning the hearts of God’s people away from Him, then the consequences must match the seriousness of the matter.

(Just a note to those who will be discussing this text later on, when you debate the rightness or wrongness of verse 40, be sure to include in that debate the principle of punishment matching the crime.)

Here at Mt. Carmel, the lives of the prophets from either side will be on the line. This is truth or consequences time. This is life or death time.
God holds us personally responsible for our behavior, for our responses to Him. He calls on us to walk with Him in obedience, love and respect. He will hold us responsible and accountable.

Imagine engaging in sin and seemingly getting away with it without consequence. O how the Evil One takes advantage of delayed consequences. Yet, no one should be surprised or caught unawares when judgment is pronounced on your flagrant disobedience, for your resistance to God’s truth. 

What is happening on Mt. Carmel is a picture of judgment day. It will do you no good to blame someone else, not the prophet nor the pastor, as a attempt to avoid personal responsibility for turning your back on God. 
Ahab tried to do that by blaming Elijah for the troubles Israel was facing. But, Elijah was not the cause of her troubles. He was a righteous man. It was Ahab who had led the people astray.
Yet, just as God was holding Ahab accountable, so also he was holding the people accountable. Nor could they hide behind some lame excuse. Observer status is not an option when dealing with God. We each must give an account for our obedience and trust in God, or the lack there of.
Here at Mt. Carmel God in His mercy gives them one more opportunity to get off the fence before judgment would come on them.

22 Then Elijah said to them, “I am the only one of the LORD’s prophets left, but Baal has four hundred and fifty prophets.  23 Get two bulls for us. Let them choose one for themselves, and let them cut it into pieces and put it on the wood but not set fire to it. I will prepare the other bull and put it on the wood but not set fire to it.  24 Then you call on the name of your god, and I will call on the name of the LORD. The god who answers by fire—he is God.” 

Then all the people said, “What you say is good.” 

The people who earlier said nothing, now say, we like the idea of a contest. So, what do we make of the people's comment here, now? Are they finally waking up to the gravity of the moment, or is this just more evidence that they are wavering between two opinions? Or, were they really ready to make a decision? Was this going to be the line of demarcation for them? If the God of Israel was observed to truly be God, would they then serve Him with all their heart, soul, mind and strength! 
What do you think? Would this spectacular display of God’s power be a lasting catalyst for genuine, lasting repentance for the people of Israel? Or would the apparent repentance be short-lived?
For some reason I am skeptical of the depth of repentance that is coming as a result of God’s miraculous intervention.

It feels a bit like the fan base of most sports teams. We will more likely be a fan of the winner. But, don't count on us to make any commitments after the fight. “We want to keep our options open."

Wouldn't it be great if all it took to see people turn from false gods to the true and living God was the winning of an intellectual argument? Wouldn't it be great if all it took was a display of God's divine power and people all around would bow their hearts in complete surrender to our Lord Jesus Christ?

Most often our resistance to God is not really an intellectual issue, but rather a volitional issue, a matter of the will. We simply do not want to relinquish control of our lives. We want to keep the options open. However, as we’ve already noted: Observer status is not an option when dealing with God. We must make a choice.

John White, author of The Golden Cow, writes, "We were created to have one center. To have two is to be miserable and to enjoy neither spiritual things nor material."

25 Elijah said to the prophets of Baal, “Choose one of the bulls and prepare it first, since there are so many of you. Call on the name of your god, but do not light the fire.” 

Notice, again, the initiative that Elijah takes in calling Ahab and the people to account. Elijah takes the command. He towers above the crowd in the courage of his confidence in his message. What a display! What an illustration of what one bold man or one courageous woman can accomplish with absolute confidence in the truth of God’s Word.

I believe this is where the role of apologetics enters for us believers. Apologetics is the study of the why behind our beliefs. The more we research God's word the more we find it to be true. Our confidence increases. We are able to respond to the critics with bold gentleness.

God wants to build our confidence in Him. His display of power on Mt. Carmel confirms that.

Now Elijah certainly had seen the woeful results of disobedience to the Lord. He’s seen the loss of brightness in the character of those who have chosen to disregard the Lord. And, it broke his heart. His response, which was inspired by God, was to say, "O.K. folks. So you want to worship the false god of Baal, do you? Let's see, then, just what kind of god he is. Let's put Baal to the test. Let’s see if he can deliver as you suppose."

I'm impressed with Elijah's powerful leadership. He commands Ahab. He directs the prophets of Baal. He challenges the people. What boldness! What confidence!

26 So they took the bull given them and prepared it. 

Then they called on the name of Baal from morning till noon. “O Baal, answer us!” they shouted. But there was no response; no one answered. And they danced around the altar they had made. 

27 At noon Elijah began to taunt them. “Shout louder!” he said. “Surely he is a god! Perhaps he is deep in thought, or busy, or traveling. Maybe he is sleeping and must be awakened.”  28 So they shouted louder and slashed themselves with swords and spears, as was their custom, until their blood flowed.  29 Midday passed, and they continued their frantic prophesying until the time for the evening sacrifice. But there was no response, no one answered, no one paid attention. 

Back up one sentence. They continued their frantic prophesying until the time for the evening sacrifice. There’s debate about whose sacrifice this refers to. I’m taking it as a reference to the evening sacrifice practiced by the prophets of Baal. Although their god had not responded, even though he had failed, they were ready to offer Baal the evening sacrifice.

Although the evidence is all around that the program is not working, we continue to serve the program, give it more of our life energy.

For instance, evidence is mounting that what the Bible teaches about marriage and family and education is good and true and best. Yet, when cultural evening sacrifice comes, as a nation we continue to offer the sacrifice to failed programs in disregard to our Lord's instructions. We sit around the altar and watch again deceptions of what makes for successful relationships.
What will it take to wake us up?

30 Then Elijah said to all the people, “Come here to me.” They came to him, and he repaired the altar of the LORD, which was in ruins.  31 Elijah took twelve stones, one for each of the tribes descended from Jacob, to whom the word of the LORD had come, saying, “Your name shall be Israel.”  32 With the stones he built an altar in the name of the LORD, and he dug a trench around it large enough to hold two seahs (or about 3 gallons) of seed.  33 He arranged the wood, cut the bull into pieces and laid it on the wood. Then he said to them, “Fill four large jars with water and pour it on the offering and on the wood.” 

Just in case someone would say the wood was so dry it just ignited into flames by itself, Elijah had water poured on the wood.

34 “Do it again,” he said, and they did it again. 

“Do it a third time,” he ordered, and they did it the third time.  35 The water ran down around the altar and even filled the trench. 

Elijah is making it tough for the Lord! No, not at all. Nothing is too difficult for God. Wet wood was no problem. His fire could swallow up that water quicker than the blink of an eye. Again, the objective: leave no doubt who is really God!
Surely, one of the great mysteries for the believer in the Lord God is how He includes us partners with Him in the work He is doing on earth. But we must be careful to not let the reality of that mystery lead us to think that God needs us to help Him pull off the impossible. Certainly, He gives us tasks to do, but most often He reserves selected parts for Himself to do that make it clear that He alone is the worker of miracles; that He alone is God.

Recall when He asked Elijah to go to a poor widow for food and lodging. That was not a likely source for what he needed. Yet, that was exactly the place where God would be exalted, where His power would be clearly seen.
God has asked us to do certain actions as He places things in our hands. He gives us gifts and abilities so that He, as the giver, would be honored. But some things He reserves for Himself to do -- some things that don’t have the fingerprints of man on them. So, after Elijah had done his part in rebuilding the altar and placing the wood on it and the pieces of the bull, having drenched it all with water, now it was time for Elijah to take his hands off the altar. It was now time for the Lord to display His power that would leave no doubt that He is God.
By now the people must have been saying, "Wow, if Elijah can get a fire going on this altar, it has to be an act of God!"

So, before the people can move forward with their sacrifice, Elijah steps forward with a sacrifice to the one true God. 

36 At the time of sacrifice, the prophet Elijah stepped forward and 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.  37 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.” 

There's a lot in this paragraph. Notice again Elijah's prayer, I am Your servant and have done all these things at Your command. Pouring water on the wood was not Elijah's idea. It was God's idea. Elijah was not putting God in a corner. God told him to do this.

A word of caution is also in these words. Don't go and try to reenact the Mt. Carmel event unless God tells you to. Let's do what He tells us to do, not what we contrive in our own minds to do. However, when He tells us to do something, let's do it with confidence and enthusiasm, even when it looks like the odds are against us.

Then, notice the purpose for this miraculous display of God's power. It was "so these people will know that You, O LORD, are God, and that You are turning their hearts back again." 
It is the love of God that inspires God's discipline and judgment. He is trying to get our attention and draw us to Himself.

God has extended His mercy toward His children by giving them a little more time and more convincing evidence so they will repent and turn back to Him.

38 Then the fire of the LORD fell and burned up the sacrifice, the wood, the stones and the soil, and also licked up the water in the trench. 

39 When all the people saw this, they fell prostrate and cried, “The LORD—He is God! The LORD—He is God!” 

The people turn their hearts to the Lord. Present disaster is avoided. God pours out His mercy on His people once again.

The event of the fire of the Lord coming down on the soaking wet altar is almost beyond belief. However, given the way the Lord had been and continues to work in Elijah’s life, it really is not out of context. Having food brought to him daily by ravens would build anticipation for this kind of divine activity. Then, seeing the Lord refill the jars of oil and flour for the widow at Zarephath would build Elijah’s faith even more. Those divine interventions as part of Elijah’s ministry, must have been designed by God to build his confidence that led him to the confrontation with the false god Baal and his prophets.

It seems to me, we need to understand how God is demonstrating His power and sovereignty today and boast of that. How has God built our faith in the face of the gods of this world today? That seems to me to be the way we should confront today’s false gods.

Folks, the reality of our faith is being challenged by our culture today. Sadly, far too often, we who claim to be following the one true God, are not answering the challenge.

From the International Herald Tribune in an article entitled: Letter From America: Atheists throw down the gauntlet by Richard Bernstein, dated Tuesday, January 2, 2007. 

But at least a few atheists are now actively, angrily, passionately trying to persuade the religious to their point of view, none more conspicuously than Sam Harris, a graduate student in neuroscience whose book "Letter to a Christian Nation," another recent New York Times best seller, portrays Christianity as a kind of malign nonsense. Harris is engaging in no polite parlor discussion, showing due respect to the views of others. For him, as he puts it, the grievous harm caused by religious conviction "is what makes the honest criticism of religious faith a moral and intellectual necessity."

Another way we Christians are failing to answer the challenge of our culture is by our failure to be an adequately strong community of support for the values we preach. We say we believe in any number of morally correct behaviors, like sexual fidelity, telling the truth, and having tongues that speak words of grace and encouragement. But we as the church of Jesus Christ seem afraid to make ourselves accountable to one another in the context of supportive and encouraging fellowship so we can actually live out what we believe. 
Maybe we’re not being honest with ourselves. Maybe we’ve created a culture within the church that silently demands everyone to be perfect. Or, we simply become so accepting of our sinfulness that we don’t come to the aid of someone struggling with sin.
In an excerpt from one of this past week’s radio commentaries by Chuck Colson entitled, The Disturbing Truth about Our Teens, Chastity and Evangelicals, (by Chuck Colson. September 18, 2007), he responds to research done on Christian teens who sign pledges of sexual purity.
Quoting Methodist bishop William Willimon, "Decisions are fine. But decisions that are not reinforced and reformed by the community tend to be short-lived."

To that I say, "Amen!" The Church has all too often forgotten this truth: True transformation requires God's enabling grace. And because of the way God created us to reflect the relational nature of the Trinity, transformation happens best within the context of community. Now more than ever, we need this nudging reminder that the community of believers must be indeed just that, a community, supporting and enabling that counter-cultural commitment to God's ways.

Now to the conclusion of the contest on Mt. Carmel.
A verdict has been issued. A judgment has been made. The penalty for crimes committed will now be executed.
40 Then Elijah commanded them, “Seize the prophets of Baal. Don’t let anyone get away!” They seized them, and Elijah had them brought down to the Kishon Valley and slaughtered there. 
It would be nice to think that this was the end of the story. Like a fairy tail, everyone lives happily ever after. But, our sin nature is relentless in its desire to have control over us. Even Elijah needs to fight off the sin that so easily entangles him. 
41 And Elijah said to Ahab, “Go, eat and drink, for there is the sound of a heavy rain.” 42 So Ahab went off to eat and drink, but Elijah climbed to the top of Carmel, bent down to the ground and put his face between his knees. 

The second part of the miracle on Mt. Carmel is about to be experienced. First, it was the fire that consumed the sacrifice, declaring the power of God and the impotence of Baal. Now, it will be the return of the rain to water the parched ground. This, too, will declare the supremacy of Almighty God and the absolute weakness and emptiness of Baal.
43 “Go and look toward the sea,” he told his servant. And he went up and looked. 
“There is nothing there,” he said. 
Seven times Elijah said, “Go back.” 
44 The seventh time the servant reported, “A cloud as small as a man’s hand is rising from the sea.” 
So Elijah said, “Go and tell Ahab, ‘Hitch up your chariot and go down before the rain stops you.’ ” 

45 Meanwhile, the sky grew black with clouds, the wind rose, a heavy rain came on and Ahab rode off to Jezreel. 46 The power of the Lord came upon Elijah and, tucking his cloak into his belt, he ran ahead of Ahab all the way to Jezreel. 
(Jezreel, his winter capital about midway between Mount Carmel and Samaria.)
The answer has come. The Lord alone is God. He has answered by fire and by rain. The people have declared this truth. Now, the question will be, will they continue to walk in the ways of the Lord?

That is the question for us, as well. Delightfully, we have God-given resources to walk in obedience. We have the written Word of God. We have the Holy Spirit. We have a community of believers ready to encourage and support. Let us move forward then, boldly and courageously to answer our culture. We truly serve the one and only true God. Let us declare this truth in word and deed.












