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Oh the drama of this story it is absolutely fantastic.  Elijah challenges all the prophets of Baal to a duel upon a mountaintop.  450 to 1.  Or really 1 puny fake god to 1 Lord God Almighty.  Elijah’s idea is to prove once and for all which God is better – the false god Baal or the one true God, Almighty, Yahweh, Creator, God of Israel, Lord of all the Universe.  We know from the beginning who is going to win.  But it doesn’t lessen the drama and magnificence of the story.  Elijah really knows how to put on a show.  He piles on the insults and the challenges.  He openly mocks this false god and all these false prophets.  Elijah knows God is great and the only true Lord of all.  Elijah wants everyone else to know it as well.  
The back story is that Ahab the king of Israel made a politically advantageous marriage to Jezebel.  Along with the bride, Ahab allowed her religion to enter the kingdom.  And Jezebel  was a much more faithful participant of her religion than Ahab was of his.  She backed her faithfulness with the power and wealth of the kingdom.  Before long people were afraid to worship Yahweh.  She had 450 prophets and tore down any other worship places.  Elijah had gone into hiding, as had any other people of faith.  Elijah felt alone in his faithfulness.  He was angry and ready for a fight.  Elijah wanted to prove his faithfulness to God.   Elijah wanted to prove God is the greatest.  
The thing is God doesn’t need to prove who God is.  God didn’t need this great show of force.  God needed faithfulness.  God needs only for us to trust God, to believe, and to do what God wants – to show love and to share our faith.  God doesn’t need power and drama.  God can do power – fire, wind, storm, mystery.  But God doesn’t need to show off.  

Elijah’s idea of this great staged fight was not really God’s plan.  Oh God went along with it to support Elijah.  But God had a different plan for the faithful.  We hear about it in the next chapter when we learn that God has 7000 faithful people and prophets ready to stand with Elijah.  7000 over the 450 of Baal.  But Elijah didn’t know that.  Elijah thought he was the only faithful one left.  He felt alone and angry and abandoned.  And Elijah saw red.  Quite literally, Elijah saw red – fire from heaven to prove how great Yahweh God is.  And it is very dramatic.  
The scripture is very descriptive.  A bull to sacrifice.  Stacks of wood. Cutting themselves.  Screaming and yelling.  Falling on the ground.  Falling all over each other.  This has been depicted a few times in movies and paintings.  The best is probably a musical cantata by Felix Mendelssohn called, “Elijah.”  At this point the music works up into a frenzy and the powerful voices sing, “Baal, we cry to thee.”  Over and over and over again.  It’s chaos.  Elijah mocks them mercilessly.  Maybe your god is sleeping.  Maybe he’s gone to the bathroom.  Maybe he’s wandered away.  Scream louder, Elijah taunts.  And of course, Baal and the prophets of Baal, are completely unsuccessful.  As scripture says, “No voice.  No answer.  No response.”  Nothing.  Baal is not there.  
By contrast, Elijah steps up to show God’s greatness.  He makes the task harder – piling on water and stones for God to set on fire.  A trench of water, thoroughly drenched. Elijah would not even use a match or kindling to start the fire.  God would even provide the fire from nothing.   Elijah is setting up an impossible task for God.  But of course God Almighty succeeds.  And immediately.  When finally Elijah was ready and the drama at it’s highest, Elijah calls on Yahweh to receive the offering.  Scripture says, immediately, “the fire of the Lord fell from heaven and consumed the burnt offering, the wood, the stones, the dust, and even licked up the water in the trench.”  God can do anything.  The Lord indeed is God.  
It's a fantastic story.  Dramatic and exciting.  Even funny.  The story reminds us of the power of God – the amazing, incomparable, fantastic and undeniable power of our Lord God, Most High.  It also reminds us that God will do what we ask.  God responds to our needs, as God responded to Elijah by raining fire down from heaven in a terrific show of superiority.  God will do what we ask, as long as our requests are reasonable and responsible.  God hears our prayers.  God loves us and answers our prayers.  
However, it is hard to imagine how to apply this story to our every day lives and our faith today.  It is not likely that I will ever call on God to rain down fire and devour an altar.  Elijah is not really a model for our behavior.  Beyond just a great dramatic story, how is this story meaningful for our faith today?  What can it tell you that you need to hear?
I am going to lift up two answers.  

First, this story reminds us, as Elijah reminded his people, to choose God, to stand up for what we believe, to do what God would have us do.  We do not have Jezebels and false gods of Baal today.  We do have many other allegiances and alliances vying for our attention.  Popularity, wealth, power, politics.  We can choose what we value.  We choose where we pour our energy and attention.  This story reminds us to choose carefully.  Choose those values and activities that God would have us choose.  Choose God.  Everything else is as fleeting and useless as the false god.  Everything else will fail.  God will never fail us.  

In the story, Elijah felt like he was the only one standing up for God.  450 to 1.  Sometimes it feels the same today.  Sometimes we feel that we are all alone in doing what we think is right.  In truth, even when we are outnumbered, when it seems we are the only ones following God’s way.  Even then, we are not alone.  We are never outnumbered if you are on God’s side.  God is with you.  God loves you.  Doing the right thing is always the right choice.

Second, the central point of the story seems to be that nothing is impossible with God.  Even buckets of water cannot quench God’s fire.  Even insurmountable odds.  Nothing is too much for God.  No problem is too big.  Probably none of us will face a situation like Elijah.  But all of us face challenges.  Perhaps we think our problems are too small for God to worry about.  This story reminds us – no problem is too big.  No concern is too small.  God can do anything.  God can fix everything.  And God will always do what is best for us.  God will always be with us.  God will always answer our prayers.  Especially when we think nothing can be done.  Even when we face impossible situations.  God will be with us.  God will respond to us.  God will love us.  And God will win.  Good will win.  God chooses you.  Trust God.  Believe.  And move forward into the impossible situations of every day life.  You are never alone.  God’s love wins.  
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When Ahab saw Elijah, Ahab said to him, “Is it you, you troubler of Israel?” He answered, “I have not troubled Israel; but you have, and your father’s house, because you have forsaken the commandments of the Lord and followed the Baals. Now therefore have all Israel assemble for me at Mount Carmel, with the four hundred fifty prophets of Baal and the four hundred prophets of Asherah, who eat at Jezebel’s table.”

So Ahab sent to all the Israelites, and assembled the prophets at Mount Carmel. Elijah then came near to all the people, and said, “How long will you go limping with two different opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal, then follow him.” The people did not answer him a word. Then Elijah said to the people, “I, even I only, am left a prophet of the Lord; but Baal’s prophets number four hundred fifty. Let two bulls be given to us; let them choose one bull for themselves, cut it in pieces, and lay it on the wood, but put no fire to it; I will prepare the other bull and lay it on the wood, but put no fire to it. 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 is indeed God.” All the people answered, “Well spoken!” Then Elijah said to the prophets of Baal, “Choose for yourselves one bull and prepare it first, for you are many; then call on the name of your god, but put no fire to it.” So they took the bull that was given them, prepared it, and called on the name of Baal from morning until noon, crying, “O Baal, answer us!” But there was no voice, and no answer. They limped about the altar that they had made. At noon Elijah mocked them, saying, “Cry aloud! Surely he is a god; either he is meditating, or he has wandered away, or he is on a journey, or perhaps he is asleep and must be awakened.” Then they cried aloud and, as was their custom, they cut themselves with swords and lances until the blood gushed out over them. As midday passed, they raved on until the time of the offering of the oblation, but there was no voice, no answer, and no response.

Then Elijah said to all the people, “Come closer to me”; and all the people came closer to him. First he repaired the altar of the Lord that had been thrown down; Elijah took twelve stones, according to the number of the tribes of the sons of Jacob, to whom the word of the Lord came, saying, “Israel shall be your name”; with the stones he built an altar in the name of the Lord. Then he made a trench around the altar, large enough to contain two measures of seed. Next he put the wood in order, cut the bull in pieces, and laid it on the wood. He said, “Fill four jars with water and pour it on the burnt offering and on the wood.” Then he said, “Do it a second time”; and they did it a second time. Again he said, “Do it a third time”; and they did it a third time, so that the water ran all around the altar, and filled the trench also with water.

At the time of the offering of the oblation, the prophet Elijah came near and said, “O Lord, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let it be known this day that you are God in Israel, that I am your servant, and that I have done all these things at your bidding. Answer me, O Lord, answer me, so that this people may know that you, O Lord, are God, and that you have turned their hearts back.” Then the fire of the Lord fell and consumed the burnt offering, the wood, the stones, and the dust, and even licked up the water that was in the trench. When all the people saw it, they fell on their faces and said, “The Lord indeed is God; the Lord indeed is God.”

The Word of the Lord

Thanks be to God.  
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