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The Bible You Should Know
Elijah and the Prophets of Baal:  Showdown on Mt. Carmel

As a kid I loved to watch westerns.  While all westerns had certain elements in common, there was one scene you knew would be part of every western – the showdown.  At some point the streets would empty while two gunslingers walked slowly toward each other down the town’s main street.  Frightened townsfolk would watch from windows, the wind would blow dust and perhaps some sagebrush and the camera would go back and forth, with close-ups on steely eyes and fingers twitching above pistols.


This morning, continuing with The Bible You Should Know, we come to one of the great showdowns in the Old Testament.  There are few stories in the Bible that have the drama of the one we study this morning, and that’s saying something.  We are studying the showdown between the great prophet Elijah and the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel.


We will begin the story in chapter 17 of the book of I Kings, where we are told that 

is one of the great prophets of old, and today we study his great challenge to the people of Israel to choose between the worship of God and the worship of Baal.  Baal was the popular god of the people who lived among and surrounding the people of Israel.  

Israel was in the middle of a drought (17:1), yet they were asked to pour out their most precious commodity.
Don’t be afraid to stand alone – Elijah stood against 850.  There were 450 prophets of Baal and 400 prophets of Asherah.  And, we should note, this is what Elijah had requested.  In verse 22 Elijah notes that he alone is left of the prophets of God.  What happened to the others?  
Don’t ride the fence (verse 21).  Elijah placed the people in a position of conflict and of choosing.  You cannot stay in one place forever; there is always a day of choosing that is at hand.

Elijah repaired the altar that had been torn down.  It was, in effect, an act of defiance.  If you want to be counter-cultural, a rebel, go to church.
The sacrifice was made on an ancient place of the worship of God.

The contrast couldn’t have been more stark.  This was where the worship of God was flourishing and the altar to God has been destroyed.

In contrast to all of the actions of the priests of Baal, Elijah does very little.  He pours water on the altar and prays to God.  We don’t have to engage in elaborate actions to win God’s approval and actions.

The setting was one of great danger for Elijah.  Jezebel saw to it that the prophets of God would be destroyed.  Some yielded to the pressure and only spoke what she and the king wanted to hear.

Elijah, though, would not yield and spoke the word of God and went to the heart of the baal worship to offer his message.  God would have no rivals, and Elijah was challenging that Israel had indeed yielded to rivals.  Elijah went to a great center of baal worship to make his challenge.
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