
ECF 8th February 2015 1 Kings 18:16-40 Choosing to Follow God in Decisive Times 
One day when we were kids, my mum was in a funny mood and bought us kids badges.  Mine said “Bored Teenager,” 
probably because during the summer holidays I was always going round the house saying, “I'm bored!” 
 
But the one that my mum bought my older brother could also have been bought for me.  It said “I used to be indecisive but 
now I’m not sure.”  Making up our minds was never a strong point in our family.  We’ve always been cautious about 
deciding things.  
 
That can be a good thing as jumping in with both feet without thinking is often a recipe for disaster.  But if this 
indecisiveness continues too long, then it can be a real problem.  That’s especially the case with living for God.   
 
In Elijah’s day, the people of Israel were stuck in the place of indecision.  Part of them wanted to remain committed to the 
Lord.  But part of them was also tempted to follow King Ahab and his queen in bowing down to Baal.   
 
Elijah knew that this wasn’t right.  He knew that the Lord is the one true and living God and deserved nothing less than 
complete devotion.  And so he brought the people to Mount Carmel to help them to choose to follow the Lord.    
 
1 Kings 18:16-17: “So Obadiah went to meet Ahab and told him, and Ahab went to meet Elijah. 17 When he saw Elijah, he 
said to him, “Is that you, you troubler of Israel?” 
 
1. The Charge!  
Right from the garden of Eden, people have tried to avoid their responsibility by blaming others.  That’s what Ahab did here 
as he called Elijah “You troubler of Israel.” 1 Kings 18:17.  Even after 3.5 years of drought, Ahab’s heart hadn’t softened.  He 
blamed Elijah for all their problems. 
 
But even though Elijah was facing the most powerful man in the country, he didn’t beat around the bush.  He laid the 
charge firmly at Ahab’s door.  1 Kings 18:18-19:  “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 reason for all the 
suffering of this nation was Ahab and his rejection of God.   
 
a) We Need To Face Up to Our Failures 
It’s not pleasant being confronted with our failures.  But God knows that if we’re going to go forward with him and live the 
life that he wants for us, we need to face up to our failures.    
 
John wrote: “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.”  1 John 1:8  If we try and blame 
others for our wrongs, try to excuse our faults, explain away our bad choices, then we’ll get stuck in the dark of our self-
deception and be separated from the light of God’s presence.   
 
But John goes on: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all 
unrighteousness.” 1 John 1:9  If we humble ourselves before God, admit our sinfulness and ask for his grace through Jesus, 
then we will be forgiven and be set free.  Honestly facing up to our failures is our first stop in moving forward with God.   
 
2. The Choice 
But Ahab wasn’t the only one who stood guilty before God.  The nation as a whole was also guilty.  
 
And so Elijah told Ahab: 1 Kings 18:19-21:  “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.”  
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.” 
But the people said nothing.” 
 
This is the choice that Elijah set before them.  They’d been trying to sit on the fence with God.  Jumping from worshipping 
the Lord to worshipping Baal and back again.  They were stuck in a place of indecision.  Maybe they thought that they were 
hedging their bets, getting the best of both worlds.  If the Lord let them down, then they could turn to Baal or vice versa.   
 
Unfortunately many people today are still in that place of indecision.  They’re attracted to Christianity, come along to 
church, like some of the things they hear, but they’ve never come to the point of putting their faith in Jesus and committing 
their whole life to him.  Maybe they’re just not sure if it’s true.  Maybe they’re afraid of what other people might think.  
Maybe they’re afraid it will cost them too much.   



Even as Christians we can get stuck in a place of indecision.  We believe in Jesus and have heard God’s call to live 
wholeheartedly for him.  A part of us wants to do that.   And yet, part of us hesitates.  We’re concerned with what it will 
mean.  We’re afraid of what it will cost us.  And so we get stuck, living with a foot in both camps, trying to live for Jesus at 
the same time as trying to hold onto our old life.   
 
a)  We Can’t Sit on the Fence 
But God wouldn’t accept this indecision in the people of Israel.  He wouldn’t allow them to worship him part-time.  They 
had to choose.  “If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him.”  1 Kings 18:21 
 
God doesn’t want us to stay in that place of indecision and uncertainty about our faith.  He won’t allow us to sit on the 
fence.  He won’t accept a partial commitment.  Jesus said,  “No-one can serve two masters.” Matthew 6:24  
 
And so he calls us to make a decisive choice: “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross 
daily and follow me.” Luke 9:23  He calls us to turn from trusting in ourselves or in any other and to put our faith fully in him 
- to accept his gift of salvation, to commit our lives to him and to live for him wholeheartedly.   
 
3. The Contest! 
Unfortunately, Israel still refused to make a choice.  Their silence was a clear indictment on their inability to choose.  And so 
Elijah set up a contest to prove once and for all who was the true God of Israel.  1 Kings 18:22: “Then Elijah said to them “I 
am the only one of the Lord’s prophets left, but Baal has four hundred and fifty prophets.”  Elijah wasn’t the only prophet 
left – there were 100 being hidden by Obadiah, but on that day, Elijah stood as one man facing the 450 prophets of Baal.     
 
The contest was going to be simple.   1 Kings 18:23-24: “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.”   
 
It is interesting that Elijah choose Mount Carmel for this contest.  This is a low range of mountains, about 13 miles long, with 
its western end dropping off into the Mediterranean Sea.  Maybe he chose this place because it was a prominent place.  Or 
maybe because it lay between Israel and Phoenicia, the homeland of Jezebel and her Baal worship.  
 
But this mountain range was also regarded by the Phoenicians as the sacred dwelling place of Baal.  Maybe Elijah didn’t 
want the prophets of Baal to have any excuses.  He was giving them home advantage.  But even on their home-turf he was 
confidence that the Lord was still God!   
 
a) Silence from the false god 
He also allowed them to choose their sacrifice and go first: 1 Kings 18:25-26: “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.” 
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.” 
 
For hours the 450 prophets of Baal called on their god.  They shouted with all their might.  They danced for all they were 
worth.  But there was nothing but silence!   
 
1 Kings 18:27:  “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 travelling. Maybe he is sleeping and must be awakened.”  Sarcastically Elijah suggested that their god 
was thinking, or busy – which some think meant he’s on the toilet – or away on business, or sleeping!   
 
Elijah knew how decisive this moment was for his nation.  He wouldn’t let off lightly these false prophets who’d led his 
people into such immorality and idolatry.  He pushed them into even greater efforts.  1 Kings 18:28-29: “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.” 
 
They tried everything they could to demand a response from their god.  They even desecrated their bodies hoping that this 
would stir a reaction.  But their frenzy and fanaticism achieved nothing.  “But there was no response, no-one answered, no-
one paid attention.” 1 Kings 19:29 
 
That’s the problem when your god is nothing but a lump of wood, stone or gold.  Who you’re praying to makes all the 



difference in the world!   
 
b) Fire from the living God   
The prophets of Baal had failed.  Now it was Elijah’s turn.  He built his altar in a very deliberate way: 1 Kings 18:30-32:  
“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 
round it large enough to hold two seahs of seed.” 
 
As we learned a few weeks ago, the nation of Israel was divided at this time – with 10 northern tribes separate from the 2 
southern tribes of Judah and Benjamin.  People saw two separate people.  But God saw them as one nation, called to be his 
people.  So Elijah built his altar of 12 stones, one for each of the tribes of Israel.   
 
It is the same with the church, the community of all those who have trusted in Jesus.  We may attend different churches.  
We may understand some things differently.  But “There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to one hope 
when you were called— 5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism; 6 one God and Father of all.” Ephesians 4:4–6   
 
But look at what Elijah did next.  1 Kings 18:33-34: “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.” 
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.” 
 
Some people have wondered where they got this water as it hadn’t rained for 3.5 years.  But it could’ve come from the 
springs that are in this area, or from the Kishon Valley below, or even from the nearby Mediterranean Sea.  The tension 
must have mounted as these 12 jar-fulls of water soaked the altar.   
 
Elijah was again pointing to the nation of Israel.  But he was also proving that what was about to happen was not a natural 
phenomenon or trick.  Nothing but a miracle could set this soaking wet sacrifice on fire.   
 
And then Elijah prayed.  1 Kings 18:36-37: “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.” 
 
He didn’t shout and scream like the prophets of Baal.  He didn’t dance in a frenzy.  He didn’t repeat his request endlessly for 
hours.  He didn’t need to.  He was praying to the Lord his God.  He was speaking to the one he had a personal relationship 
with – the one who had called him, directed him, protected him, answered him.  Elijah knew the Lord, he knew that he was 
doing exactly what God had told him to do, and so he prayed with dignity, respect and a calm sense of confidence in his 
God!   
 
Jesus taught:  “When you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many 
words. 8 Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.”  Matthew 6:7-8.  If we’re speaking 
as children to our heavenly Father, then we don’t need special words or endless repetition.  We don’t need to demand 
God’s attention through volume or theatrics.  We don’t need to try to put pressure on God or manipulate him into 
submission.  All we need to do is come and ask the one who knows what we need! 
 
And he will answer us!  1 Kings 18:38: “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.”  There was no response when the prophets of Baal prayed.  But when 
Elijah prayed, there was a instant and overwhelming response.  The evidence was clear.  
 
c) We Need to Consider the Evidence 
Now God doesn’t want us to set a test of his power today.  Jesus criticised the religious leaders in his day for looking for 
such a spectacular sign.  That was because they refused to see all the evidence that Jesus had already presented to them. 
 
And in a similar way God wants us to consider the evidence he’s already given to us about himself.  The evidence of Mount 
Carmel still speaks to us today about the Lord is the living and powerful and who answers by fire.   
 
But more than this, it is Calvary that provides us with the most overwhelming and convincing evidence of who God is.  “God 



demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” Romans 5:8   When we look to the 
cross we can see the reality of Jesus’ unconditional love as he laid down his life for us, the demonstration of God’s power, as 
he triumphed over the powers of darkness, and the fullness of God’s outrageous grace as Jesus became sin for us, so that 
we might become children of God!  The evidence is clear. 
 
4. The Conclusion 
The evidence on Carmel was overwhelming.  But still the people needed to make a decision.  1 Kings 18:39:  “When all the 
people saw this, they fell prostrate and cried, “The Lord—he is God! The Lord—he is God!” 
 
Previously, they stood silent, stuck in the place of indecision.  But now, after seeing the evidence, they declared that the 
“The Lord—he is God!” 1 Kings 18:39  This was the heart of Elijah’s message and the meaning of his name! 
 
But Elijah wasn’t finished: 1 Kings 18:40:  “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.”   
 
This was simply the punishment that the OT Law commanded for a false prophet.  But it was also the expression of their 
commitment to the Lord.  If the Lord truly was God, then they needed to get rid of anything and anyone who tried to take 
his place.   
 
a) We need to make a decision 
For us, the evidence is clear.  The cross of Jesus declares God’s love, power and grace.  God has done everything needed to 
open up the way to life in all its fullness.  But the decision is ours.   
 
Maybe this morning, you’ve been stuck in a place of indecision about trusting in Jesus for the first time.  Today, God is 
calling you to make a clear decision to repent of our sin, turn our back on everything that has taken God’s place in your life, 
and place your faith in Jesus and declare that he is your Saviour and Lord.   
 
Or maybe you’ve trusted in Jesus, but you’ve got stuck trying to live with a foot in both camps, still trying to hang on to your 
old life.  Today, God is calling you to make a decisive commitment to give all of your life again to him.  Hebrews 12:1-2 says: 
“Let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race 
marked out for us. Let us fix our eyes on Jesus.”  
 
Jesus deserves nothing less than our whole lives laid down for him.  Are we willing to choose to follow him completely this 
morning? Let’s pray. 
 
Mags is going lead us in a final song this morning.  As we sing it, perhaps you could use these words to express your 
commitment to God this morning.   
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