Revive Us Again #4

“It Is Time to Let God Be God”

1 Kings 18
Englishman J. B. Phillips is probably best known for his translation/paraphrase of the New Testament called, The New Testament in Modern English. He later translated four Old Testament prophets published, fittingly, as Four Prophets. I had a theology professor say that plans were made to translate the entire Bible, which would be called Phillips’ 66! Seriously, though, perhaps Phillips greatest literary work was book entitled, Your God Is Too Small. Published in 1953, this book challenged popular notions about God, some of which still persist to this day. Phillips wrote in the introduction,

It is the purpose of this book to attempt two things: first to expose the inadequate conceptions of God which still linger unconsciously in many minds, and which prevent our catching a glimpse of the true God; and secondly to suggest ways in which we can find the real God for ourselves.

Even though the book is over sixty-five years old, I still recommend it today.

The same could be said about ancient Israel in about 873 bc. Nearly six decades had passed since the kingdom was ripped apart in 931 B.C. At that time the glorious united kingdom, which had lasted for well nigh a full century with all the splendor of the reigns of David and Solomon, was divided into two southern and ten northern tribes. Subsequently things had not gone all that well, especially for the northern ten tribes. During this relatively brief time, the northern tribes had been ruled over by seven kings, none of whom were godly men. As time passed Israel drifted further from God and more toward idolatry. Yahweh became small, insignificant, irrelevant. 

How could God become so small in their eyes? Or in the eyes of our generation? We need a whole new view of the living God in all His fullness as the only proper antidote for the emaciated “faith” in which so many live.
 It is time to let God be God.

Before we look at 1 Kings 18, our text for this morning, turn back to chapter 17, where we are introduced to God’s man of the hour: Elijah the prophet. Elijah says to the king in verse one, “As the Lord, the God of Israel, lives, whom I serve, there will be neither dew nor rain in the next few years except at my word.” Then Elijah disappears.

Week turns into week; month into month—without a drop of rain or even dew on the ground. Streams and rivers begin to dry up. More than three years pass when we arrive at 1 Kings 18.

Please understand: weather is Baal’s thing. His number one talent, supposedly, is taking care of meteorological issues. This is why the genuine God withholds rain; it’s the most obvious way to get the attention of unfaithful people. In an agricultural community it’s obviously their biggest item of interest.
 Yet the people still did not return to God.

The Dramatic Confrontation 

We read first of the dramatic confrontation in 1 Kings 18:1-2,

After a long time, in the third year, the word of the Lord came to Elijah: “Go and present yourself to Ahab, and I will send rain on the land.” So Elijah went to present himself to Ahab.

Over the next several verses Elijah first meets Obadiah, whom Walter Kaiser describes as Ahab’s “secretary of state,”
 who then relays the message to King Ahab that Elijah wanted to talk with him. Move down to verse 17,

When he saw Elijah, he said to him, “Is that you, you troubler of Israel?” 

“I have not made trouble for Israel,” Elijah replied. “But you and your father’s family have. You have abandoned the Lord’s commands and have followed the Baals.

The noun form of the Hebrew verb that means “to trouble, to bring calamity” is here translated troubler. There are occasions when this Hebrew word is used to mean “viper, asp, or snake.” In other words, Ahab leaves no doubt about how he feels about Elijah. To him, the prophet is a snake in the grass. He’s behind all the trouble in the land. And there was plenty of trouble, to be sure. King Ahab meets the prophet with fire in his eyes, spitting out his condemnation: “You troubler of Israel. You sneaky snake.”

Elijah was not intimidated. Not in the least. On the contrary, he had the audacity to shift the blame back where it belonged. “Don’t blame me for what’s happened,” Elijah tells Ahab boldly. “God brought this drought of judgment because of people like you. You’re the reason we haven’t had rain. God has restrained the heavens because you have broken His commandments. You have forsaken Him. You are worshiping idols.” Elijah didn’t back down one inch.

In fact, Elijah challenged the king in verse 19, “Now summon the people from all over Israel to meet me on Mount Carmel. And bring the four hundred and fifty prophets of Baal and the four hundred prophets of Asherah, who eat at Jezebel’s table.” 

Mount Carmel was located near the border of Israel and Phoenicia, so it was a good place for the Phoenician god Baal to meet Yahweh, the God of Israel.
 Likely this was a place used for worship by both nations.
 It is an enormous mountain by the seacoast overlooking the modern-day city of Haifa. From the top of Mount Carmel you have a commanding view in all directions. It was important in the Old Testament for military and geopolitical reasons, as well as spiritual ones. Whoever held Mount Carmel controlled the northern half of the nation politically, militarily, and spiritually.

According to verse 20, “So Ahab sent word throughout all Israel and assembled the prophets on Mount Carmel.” Whether this shows the king’s respect for Elijah or his lack of backbone (displayed elsewhere) we do not know. But he did what he was told. The dramatic confrontation was set.

Once assembled, verse 21 informs us, “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.’ But the people said nothing.”
Elijah challenged the people, “How long will you waver?” Some translations render that verb as “limp” or “totter.” One commentator favors “limp” to “waver” for they are hobbling around, either at the fork of a road trying to go both directions, or perhaps on crutches.
 We might say in English “sit on the fence.”

Because of the evil influence of Ahab and Jezebel, the people were “limping” between two opinions and trying to serve both Yahweh and Baal. Elijah called for a definite decision on their part—“Whose side are you on? Choose one!”—but the people were speechless. They were weak people, without any true conviction.

We need to hear this today. Jesus warned in Matthew 12:30 that, “he that is not with me is against me,” and in Revelation 3:15 that if we were neither hot nor cold, He would “spit us out of His mouth.”
 Strong words! 

What we learn here is that divided allegiance is as wrong as open idolatry. The easiest thing to do when outnumbered or overwhelmed is to remain in that mediocre state of non-commitment. That was where the people of Israel lived, but not Elijah. He told them, “You cannot continue in this period of divided allegiance any longer. Get off the fence of indecision. Either you are for God or against Him.”

Yet notice the reaction of the crowd: Silence. Not one word. And why? Could it be that, in the midst of a drought, they didn’t want to make that choice? That they wanted to have it both ways? They wanted to be followers of the Lord God, but they also wanted to be followers of Baal—after all, there was a drought in the land and they needed to cover all the bases. They wanted both, and so they said nothing.

The Divine Contest

With no reaction from the people, Elijah moves onto the divine contest in 22-24,

Then Elijah said to them, “I am the only one of the Lord’s prophets left, but Baal has four hundred and fifty prophets. 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. 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.” 

Elijah’s plan was shrewd but simple. Baal was worshiped as the god of the sun (the fire of the universe) and as the all-controlling god of the crops and productivity of the land. Such a god would surely have lightning in his arsenal of weapons! If he could do anything, he ought to be able to start a fire. The same could be said for Yahweh. Elijah’s plan would provide a reasonable test of the power of the rival deities.

At first glance Elijah seems to be stacking the deck…in his opponents’ favor! Not only is he literally outnumbered 450-1 (it seems the 400 prophets of Asherah did not attend), he allows them to pick the sacrificial bull of their choice, to go first, and puts the desired answer right into the wheelhouse of Baal! No wonder the people agreed to these terms! I’m sure the prophets of Baal were licking their chops!

Verses 25-29 describe their efforts:

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.” 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. 

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.” So they shouted louder and slashed themselves with swords and spears, as was their custom, until their blood flowed. 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.

For three hours the prophets of Baal do their thing, but to no avail. At noon Elijah began to taunt them. This is very non-PC. Elijah is definitely not politically correct. We don’t do this sort of thing anymore. We don’t make fun of other people’s religion. You get in trouble for doing that. If you did what Elijah did, you might be arrested for a hate crime.
 Yet we read in Psalm 2:4, “The One enthroned in heaven laughs; the Lord scoffs at them.” 
 You can’t convince me that God doesn’t have a sense of humor!

The Hebrew word that is translated “deep in thought” here suggests that Elijah meant that their God was perhaps preoccupied. “Hey, guys, maybe he’s meditating! You gotta yell if you want to get his attention when he’s meditating! So…yell, guys!” Or, if he’s not meditating, perhaps he has “gone aside.” Now that’s an interesting expression, and there is some difference of opinion about what it really means. However, some believe the wording here suggests that Elijah was taunting them with the idea that Baal may have, in the words of Chuck Swindoll, “stepped into the celestial men’s room.”

Of course, this just made the prophets of Baal more desperate, even to the point of slashing themselves to show their allegiance to their god. But to no avail. There was no response, no one answered, no one paid attention. Baal failed.

Now it was Elijah’s turn, as recorded in verses 30-35,

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. 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.” 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 of seed. He arranged the wood, cut the bull into pieces and laid it on the wood. 

We might be tempted to overlook the rebuilding of the altar, but this is significant. He took twelve stones, not the politically safe ten representing the ten northern tribes of his nation, and deliberately alluded to a similar situation in the history of Israel when Jacob and his family of twelve sons had to be called back from idolatry.
 By using twelve stones, he reaffirmed the spiritual unity of God’s people in spite of their political division.
 (If that doesn’t speak to us today, I don’t know what will!)

Then Elijah did something that must have had everyone scratching their heads:

Then he said to them, “Fill four large jars with water and pour it on the offering and on the wood.” 

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

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

Some critics of Scripture have a field day with that verse because they say, “If there was such a drought in the land, where would they get this water?” What they fail to take into account is that Mount Carmel is not that far from the Mediterranean Sea, and there was plenty of water there. The people couldn’t drink it, of course. But even salt water would do a good job of dampening the wood.
 But why, if you want something to be burned up, would you soak it with water? He was insuring that no one could claim he had pulled a trick. The climax of the story occurs in verses 36-40,

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. 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.” 

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. 

When all the people saw this, they fell prostrate and cried, “The Lord—he is God! The Lord—he is God!” 

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. 

Elijah’s prayer was a masterpiece in simplicity and directness. In approximately sixty words in the original text, he appealed to the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob to let it be known on that day that He was God and that there was no other. There was no need for a wearisome or drawn-out prayer.
 There was no pleading or screaming. No shouting. No frenzied cultic dance. No empty repetition of the same words uttered for hours. Just a plainly spoken request that God would prove to all that He, alone, is Lord.
 

Was there revival? Were the people convinced? Verse 39 affirms that “when the people saw this, they fell prostrate.” I think I would, too, if I had been there and had witnessed such a mighty display of the presence and power of God. Indeed it is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God if we are not prepared to meet Him. And Israel certainly was not prepared to meet Him. They had acted as if He were merely one more god on the god-shelf along with the others. But now the people’s declaration was “Yahweh, He is God! Yahweh, He is God!” And so He is, without any rival at all.

The Desirable Consequence

We might be tempted to stop right here, but this is not the end of the story. Verses 41-46 record the desirable consequence of the divine contest.
And Elijah said to Ahab, “Go, eat and drink, for there is the sound of a heavy rain.” 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. 

“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.” 

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.’ ” 

Meanwhile, the sky grew black with clouds, the wind rose, a heavy rain came on and Ahab rode off to Jezreel. 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.

Unlike the answer to the prayer at the altar, the answer to this prayer didn’t come at once. Seven times Elijah sent his servant to look toward the Mediterranean Sea and report any indications of a storm gathering, and six of those times the servant reported nothing. The prophet didn’t give up but prayed a seventh time, and the servant saw a tiny cloud coming from the sea. This is a good example for us to follow as we “watch and pray” and continue to intercede until the Lord sends the answer.

So, how do we apply this story to our situation? Certainly we live in a land where God is growing increasingly smaller. It’s not that God has gotten smaller; our perception of God has shrunk. It has become fashionable today to be an atheist, and many are proud to wear that label. But even for those who believe that God exists, how many relegate Him to the ancient world, to a time when technology had not advanced to the level we enjoy today? Oh, sure, they believe in Jonah and the whale or Daniel and the lion’s den, but that was then, and surely God doesn’t work like that now.
If I could add a chapter to J. B. Phillips’ book, Your God Is Too Small, in addition to seeing God as a “resident policeman” or “managing director” or “God-in-a-box,” I would suggest that many see Him as “God-in-a-bottle,” as in a medicine bottle. We want God to be available when we need Him, but when we don’t, we want Him on a shelf, out of sight and out of mind. When a crisis arises, we reach for the bottle, but for day-to-day issues, we confidently say, “I got this!”

Wilbur Rees wrote a little book entitled, $3.00 Worth of God, in which he writes,

I would like to buy three dollar’s worth of God, please. Not enough to explode my soul or disturb my peace, but just enough to equal a cup of warm milk or a snooze in the sunshine. I don’t want enough of Him to make me love a black man or pick beets with a migrant. I want ecstasy, not transformation. I want the warmth of the womb, not a new birth. I want about a pound of the Eternal in a paper sack. I would like to buy three dollar’s worth of God, please.

I fear that is true of many today, including many Christians.

If we want to see a true revival, we must reject such notions. It is time to let God be God, to allow Him to do what only He can do, and stop relying on our own power and wisdom. Let God out of the medicine cabinet and allow Him to work in ways we cannot even imagine!
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