Elijah: The Humble Hero and the Battle of the Gods
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It happens all the time.  Whether it is the American Idol finale or the Super Bowl or the NCAA championship basketball game, two individuals or teams compete to see who will win it all. That is exactly what happened on Mount Carmel during the reign of King Ahab in Israel. It was a literal battle of the “gods” to see who would win and prove to be the true god. 

This all happened after a three year drought that Elijah was sent by God to predict. After that God sent Elijah to the brook for protection and basic training. Then God sent Elijah to Zarephath for advanced training, preparing him for the confrontation on Mt. Carmel. The picture that you see on the screen is a statue of Elijah on Mount Carmel. 

When God sent Elijah back to Ahab, the King asked, “So, is it really you, you troublemaker of Israel?” (1 Kings 18:17 NLT) God had prepared Elijah for this moment over the past three years. So Elijah said to Ahab, “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.” (I Kings 18:18 NLT) Elijah made it clear that Ahab and his family were the real trouble makers in Israel. Anyone guilty of leading people away from God and to idolatry is always the real trouble maker in God’s eyes. 
Elijah was sent to Ahab to call for a showdown to prove that there is only one true God. So he told Ahab, “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.” (1 Kings 18:19 NLT) All the people of Israel were told to witness the showdown. 

Even though God had brought the Children of Israel out Egypt and given them the Promised Land, many of them had forgotten about the Lord. Most of the people followed Ahab’s lead, and begun to worship Baal. When they assembled on Mt. Carmel, Elijah said to the people, “How much longer will you waver, hobbling between two opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him! But if Baal is God, then follow him!” (1 Kings 18:21 NLT) 
Then Elijah laid out the challenge and said, “Now bring two bulls. The prophets of Baal may choose whichever one they wish and cut it into pieces and lay it on the wood of their altar, but without setting fire to it. I will prepare the other bull and lay it on the wood on the altar, but not set fire to it. Then call on the name of your god, and I will call on the name of the Lord. The god who answers by setting fire to the wood is the true God!” (1 Kings 18:23-24) The people agreed. Baal was the chief “god” or idol of the Canaanites. He was supposed to be the god of rain, but wasn’t able to make it rain for the past three years. He was also supposed to be the sun god. So he should certainly be able to produce a little bit of fire to light an offering. 

It looked like the odds were stack against Elijah. It Ahab the King and 850 false prophets against the lone Prophet of the Lord. But remember, looks can be deceiving.
Elijah won the toss, deferred to the second half and let the prophets of Baal go first. After preparing the sacrifice, shouted, screamed and danced around the altar, but there was no response. So Ahab taunted them by saying, “You’ll have to shout louder, for surely he is a god! Perhaps he is daydreaming, or is relieving himself. Or maybe he is away on a trip, or is asleep and needs to be wakened!” (1 Kings 18:27 NLT) But nothing happened. Baal did nothing because he is nothing.
Then Elijah rebuilt the altar of the Lord, prepared the sacrifice and had 12 large jars of water poured over it. Then Elijah prayed, “O Lord, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, prove today that you are God in Israel and that I am your servant. Prove that I have done all this at your command. O Lord, answer me! Answer me so these people will know that you, O Lord, are God and that you have brought them back to yourself.” (1Kings 18:36-37 NLT) 

Immediately fire fell from the sky and consumed everything. The battle was over. The Lord God proved that He is the one true God. The people shouted, “The Lord—he is God!” (1 Kings 18:39 NLT) Baal couldn’t produce rain or fire because he is a lifeless idol. The Lord stopped the rain and sent the fire. He would send rain again because He is the one true living God. 

The battle of the gods teaches us some important truths. Truth #1. God always wins. The 850 false prophets with their false gods were not match for the Lord God and His one prophet. That is always the case. Satan and all of his evil forces, the Jewish religious authorities, Pontius Pilate and the Roman Empire all conspired against Jesus Christ. Jesus allowed them to go first and nail him to the cross. Even though it looked like they would win, they couldn’t because Jesus defeated sin, death and Satan when he rose on Easter morning. Since God always wins, we should listen to Him and do His will. 

Truth #2. Divided allegiance and idolatry are the same. They are always wrong. Jesus said, “He who is not with me is against me.” (Luke 11:23) In the book of Revelations, the Christians in Laodicea are warned that because they had grown indifferent in their faith, that God was about to spit them out of His mouth. Neutrality at the time of decision can lead to tragic consequences.
Truth #3. Prayer is our most effective tool. Elijah prayed. Look at what happened. Prayer is not a last resort. It should be our first option. Do you pray every day? If not, why not? 

Truth #4. Never underestimate the power of one dedicated person. God used Elijah to change His world. God can use you and me to change our world too. He can certainly use us to change the lives of people around us. We have a great opportunity to do that this coming Christmas season. Don’t be indifferent about your faith or fail to tell others about Christ. Your dedication can make the difference for the people around you. As Elijah said, “If the Lord is God, follow Him.” 
