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MOTIVATE

= Starter Activity: Before the group arrives, label two opposite walls in the room with the
following signs. "Agree” and "Disagree.” Read these statements and direct participants to
move or point to the wall that corresponds with their answer: "I like tomatoes.” "I like books
more than movies.” "I like to drive.” "I like the mountains more than the beach.” ‘I like to
travel.” "I like going to the bed early.”

= After completing activity, discuss this statement: Questions like these are rather low-stakes,
and our opinions, while personal, most likely aren’t controversial. But some opinions can
disturb others, and even more serious, some opinions can have life or death consequences.

DISCUSS

Following the pattern of King Jeroboam, virtually every king in the Northern Kingdom of Israel did
what was evil in God’s eyes. Jeroboam ruled over the Northern Kingdom of Israel for twenty-two
years, setting the stage for Israel’s pattern of idolatry. He was followed by his son Nadab, who ruled
for two years before he was assassinated by Baasha, a commoner from the tribe of Issachar (1 Kings
15:25-31; 16:2). This ended the dynasty of Jeroboam as Ahijah the prophet predicted (1 Kings 14:7-
11). More wicked kings followed: Baasha, Elah, Zimri, Tibni, and Omri. When Omri died, he was
succeeded by his son, Ahab.

= How does learning about the Israelites’ wicked kings prepare us for the coming of the one true
King?

Ahab fostered the commercial and political interests of Israel through strategic marriages: his own to
Jezebel, the daughter of the king of the neighboring Sidonians, and the marriage of his daughter,
Athaliah, to Jehoram, the king of Judah. Ahab also built many cities in Israel, including ill-fated
Jericho (1 Kings 16:34; 22:39).

But for all his accomplishments, the Bible’s spiritual judgment of Ahab was even worse than his
father’s, for twice it is stated, “"Ahab son of Omri did what was evil in the Lord’s sight more than all
who were before him.” This negative evaluation largely was attributed to the fact that Ahab’s
marriage to Jezebel led to the introduction of Baalism as a state religion as well as the execution of
God’s prophets (1 Kings 18:4). Under the influence of Jezebel, Ahab built a temple to Baal, set up an
Asherah pole, supported hundreds of pagan prophets with state funds, and condoned child sacrifice
(1 Kings 16:30-34; 18:19).

= What does the Old Testament have to say about the worship of anything or anyone other than
the one true God?
= How does this idolatrous behavior break the Israelites’ side of their covenant with God?

It was under Ahab’s rule that the prophet Elijah ministered in the Northern Kingdom, often
confronting the king for his wickedness. In 1 Kings 17:1, God sent Elijah to Ahab to prophesy about a
three-year drought throughout Israel as a punishment against the wicked rule of Ahab and his father
(1 Kings 17:1; 18:18). The drought would continue until Elijah said differently. With no rain in the
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land and the famine affecting their food, the time had come for Elijah to present the question to the
people of Israel: Who is the true God, Baal or the Lord?

= Describe when you first truly wrestled with the same question: Who is the true God?

Three-and-a-half-years into the famine, Elijah appeared to a court official named Obadiah. The
official had hidden one hundred of God'’s prophets in caves and supplied them with food and water (1
Kings 18:3-4,13). Elijah instructed Obadiah to tell King Ahab that the prophet would meet with him
(1 Kings 18:1-15).

When Ahab encountered Elijah, Ahab accused the prophet of being a troublemaker. But Elijah
responded by saying, "I have not troubled Israel, but you have, and your father's house, because you
have abandoned the commandments of the Lord and followed the Baals.” At this point, Elijah told
Ahab to meet him at Mount Carmel for a contest between “450 prophets of Baal and the 400
prophets of Asherah” and himself (1 Kings 18:16-19).

= What kind of odds would you put on one prophet of God against 850 false prophets? Explain
your answer.

1. People will follow the one true God or they will follow counterfeit gods.

1 Kings 18:20-22: 29 So Ahab sent to all the people of Israel and gathered the prophets together at
Mount Carmel. ?* And Eljjah came near to all the people and said, "How long will you go limping
between two different opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him,; but if Baal, then follow him.” And the
people did not answer him a word. 22 Then Eljjah said to the people, "I, even I only, am left a
prophet of the Lord, but Baal's prophets are 450 men

When the text states that Ahab summoned all the Israelites to Mount Carmel, it means he called for
an official assembly with representatives from all ten tribes, not necessarily all the individuals in the
whole nation. ! Mount Carmel was on the border of Israel and Phoenicia, which included the cities of
Tyre and Sidon, making it an appropriate location for the contest since Jezebel and her false gods
hailed from Sidon.

Mount Carmel is a high point on a mountain range and possibly had been a high place for both the
worship of the Lord and of Baal. The valley around Mount Carmel is well-suited for agriculture as two
rivers supply it with the rich topsoil that erodes from the Galilean highlands. Thus, it was a natural
location for the worship of a fertility god as Baal was believed to be.

= What makes human beings search out false gods?

After the official representatives and prophets of Baal gathered on the mountain, Elijah asked them,
“How long will you waver between two opinions?” The Hebrew word rendered “opinions” literally is

“boughs,” as in branches of a tree. Like branches, human thoughts can shoot off in more than one

direction. The word “waver” refers to “limping along” or “moving haltingly. ” 2

= Has there been a time in your faith journey in which you were wavering between serving God
and serving something or someone else? What caused you to waver?



Until now, the people had been limping along with one leg for Baal and the other leg for the Lord.
Today, we might say they were “straddling the fence.” But now they needed to make a choice: Baal
or the Lord—there was no middle ground; a syncretistic faith was not possible. So Elijah challenged
the Israelites: “If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal, then follow him.”

= Why is it impossible for a true believer to straddle the fence between God and anything or
anyone else?
= Why does God require complete allegiance from those who believe in Him?

1 Kings 18:23-25: 23 Let two bulls be given to us, and let them choose one bull for themselves and
cut it in pieces and lay it on the wood, but put no fire to it. And I will prepare the other bull and lay it
on the wood and put no fire to it. 24 And you call upon the name of your god, and I will call upon the
name of the Lord, and the God who answers by fire, he is God.” And all the people answered, "It is
well spoken.” 23 Then Eljjah said to the prophets of Baal, "Choose for yourselves one bull and prepare
it first, for you are many, and call upon the name of your god, but put no fire to it.”

Elijah called for two bulls for two sacrifices. He then gave the prophets of Baal their choice of which
bull they wanted to make it clear that Elijah was not using any tricks and thus could not be accused
of fraud. Concerning their chosen bull, the prophets of Baal were instructed to “cut it in pieces and
lay it on the wood but put no fire to it,” and later Elijah would do the same with his bull. After the
sacrifice was prepared, the pagan prophets were to call on the name of their god. For the terms of
the contest, Elijah had declared, “The God who answers with fire, he is God.” The people readily
agreed to the terms because they believed Baal was the god of lightning and it should have been no
problem for him to send down fire.

= How is it that people can put so much faith in a false god of their own making but then
struggle so greatly with believing in God?

Elijah’s challenge allowed each deity to show their strength with an element both were believed to
command: fire. Baal was the Canaanite god of lightning and fertility; so if Baal indeed were a god,
then he would have no trouble setting a sacrifice ablaze with a bolt from the sky. The Lord appeared
by fire in multiple places throughout Scripture (Exodus 3:1-4; 24:17; Ezekiel 1:4; Acts 2:1-4). If
followers of both deities had been praying for the drought to end, the resulting rain could be
attributed to either. But the challenge of calling down fire would have decided without a doubt
whether God or Baal was most powerful and who ultimately was responsible for the rain.

= Have you ever pitted God against an idol of your own creation? What was the result?

1 Kings 18:26: And they took the bull that was given them, and they prepared it and called upon
the name of Baal from morning until noon, saying, “O Baal, answer us!” But there was no voice, and
no one answered. And they limped around the altar that they had made.

It probably surprised the prophets of Baal that their god didn't answer them immediately. But they
kept at it from morning until noon. They begged Baal to respond but there was no answer. To draw
Baal’s attention, they danced around the altar.

Dancing also accompanied Israel’s festivals, but in this pagan context, what may have begun as a
ritual dance seems to have been a means to reach an ecstatic state, for they danced wildly and
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violently, as 1 Kings 18:28-29 indicates. The description of their pagan dancing in verse 26 uses the
same word from verse 21 for their mental wobbling. Thus, the false prophets’ wild and frenzied
movements were as useless as the people’s divided worship. But no fire descended, no lightning bolts
flashed. No answer from their god, only the silence of nothingness.

= Describe why is this such an incredibly sad statement: "But there was no voice, and no one
answered.”
= Why do all false gods and idols eventually lead to complete and utter disappointment?

1 Kings 18:27-29: 27 And at noon Eljjah mocked them, saying, "Cry aloud, for he is a god. Either
he is musing, or he is relieving himself, or he is on a journey, or perhaps he is asleep and must be
awakened.”?8 And they cried aloud and cut themselves after their custom with swords and lances,
until the blood gushed out upon them. 2° And as midday passed, they raved on until the time of the
offering of the oblation, but there was no voice. No one answered,; no one paid attention.

When Baal failed to answer, Elijah mocked the false prophets. He told them to shout louder. He
suggested Baal may be in deep thought, implying he could not do more than one thing at a time; or
maybe Baal had gone on a journey, perhaps suggesting he had gone off to relieve himself; or maybe
he was asleep and needed to be awakened. The prophets looked foolish for their efforts, and Elijah
mocked them as such, because those who follow false gods are foolish, just as it is foolish to think an
idol crafted by a human being could control the weather or anything for that matter.

= Discuss this statement: The modern idols we bow to in place of God are just as foolish. These
may even be good gifts and important responsibilities from the Lord, but none of our idols can
compare with the one true God—none of them can save.

In response, the prophets shouted louder and inflicted wounds upon themselves with knives and
spears (something forbidden to Israelites, Leviticus 19:28; Deuteronomy 14:1) “until blood gushed
out upon them.” This may have imitated their annual rite to prompt Baal to release rain. 3 All
afternoon they kept raving, but “there was no voice; no one answered, no one paid attention”—for
Baal was not a real god.

= How might you challenge the false gods of our culture in a way that people will listen?

2. The true God will answer, act, and reveal Himself as Lord.

1 Kings 18:30-35: 39 Then Eljjah said to all the people, "Come near to me.” And all the people
came near to him. And he repaired the altar of the Lord that had been thrown down. 3! Eljjah 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,” 32 and with the stones he built an altar in the
name of the Lord. And he made a trench about the altar, as great as would contain two seahs of
seed. 32 And he put the wood in order and cut the bull in pieces and laid it on the wood. And he said,
“Fill four jars with water and pour it on the burnt offering and on the wood. ?* And he said, "Do it a
second time.” And they did it a second time. And he said, "Do it a third time.” And they did it a third
time. 3% And the water ran around the altar and filled the trench also with water.

The focus shifted to Elijah as he told the people to come closer to him. Apparently there had been an
altar to the Lord on Mount Carmel, for Elijah “repaired the altar of the Lord that had been thrown
down.” It may have been decades since the people in the north had seen an altar to the Lord with an
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appropriate sacrifice on it. Not only did Elijah repair this altar in the name of the Lord, but he did so
with twelve stones representing the twelve tribes of Israel.

Elijah’s action was significant because the Northern Kingdom of Israel was composed of only ten of
the twelve tribes. Yet Elijah’s construction pictured all twelve tribes united in worship of the Lord,
reminding the people of the scene a Gilgal where the twelve tribes entered the land and set up a
twelve-stone memorial (Joshua 4). All twelve tribes were represented in this sacrificial showdown.

= How would Eljjah’s actions have reminded the Israelites of God'’s faithfulness in the past as
well as His covenant with them?

After building the altar, Elijah made a trench around it. He then arranged wood on the altar for the
sacrifice, cut up the bull, and placed it on the wood. Finally, Elijah had four water pots poured three
times on the offering and on the wood, which filled the trench with water--ensuring Elijah did not use
trickery or flammable materials to light the fire.

= Discuss this statement: By drenching the sacrifice, Elijah seemed to make this challenge more
difficult for his God, yet he acted in faith according to God'’s word. This set up God’s glory to
be displayed all the more in the presence of the people as the Lord would answer, act, and
reveal Himself as the only true God.

1 Kings 18:36-40: 36 And at the time of the offering of the oblation, Eljjah the prophet came near
and said, "O Lord, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let it be known this day that you are God in
Israel, and that I am your servant, and that I have done all these things at your word. 37 Answer me,
O Lord, answer me, that this people may know that you, O Lord, are God, and that you have turned
their hearts back.” 3 Then the fire of the Lord fell and consumed the burnt offering and the wood
and the stones and the dust, and licked up the water that was in the trench. 3° And when all the
people saw it, they fell on their faces and said, "The Lord, he is God; the Lord, he is God.”*° And
Elijah said to them, "Seize the prophets of Baal; let not one of them escape.” And they seized them.
And Eljjah brought them down to the brook Kishon and slaughtered them there.

All day the prophets of Baal had called on their god to no avail. Now at the time for offering the
evening sacrifice, it was Elijah’s turn. God'’s prophet called on the “God of Abraham, Isaac, and
Israel,” using the name for Jacob that the Northern Kingdom called itself. This emphasized the
continuity of the Lord’s worship in Israel since patriarchal times (Genesis 12-50). Elijah prayed for
three things:

e For the Lord to show that He is "God in Israel.”

e For the Lord to validate Elijah as His servant.

e For the Lord to answer so that the Israelites would return to Him.

= How did Elijah’s prayer for God’s glory, for His servant’s vindication, and for the people’s
conversion contrast with the all-aay, fruitless crying out to Baal by his prophets?

Immediately the Lord’s fire fell and “consumed the burnt offering and the wood and the stones and
the dust, and it licked up the water that was in the trench.” The people’s response also was
immediate: they all fell on their faces and said, “The Lord, he is God; the Lord, he is God.” This was
an answer to Elijah’s prayer and a rejection of Baal. Finally, at Elijah’s command, the Israelites seized
the false prophets, who were then slaughtered in accordance with God’s law in Deuteronomy 17:2-5.



= Discuss this quote: You cannot manipulate God with gimmicks. He was drawn instead to the
humble, heartfelt prayer of Elijah. Don't buy into the practices of Baal’s boys. Believe that God
really does hear the prayers of His children when they pray in sincere faith.”* —Tony Merida

= How has God answered your prayers, and how did you show your gratitude?

The true, living God will act and respond to His people. God proved Himself to be the one true God to
the Israelites, and their response showed their recognition. The Lord turned their hearts back to fear
Him and to know that He alone is God. Unfortunately, witnessing this event did not stir up a national
revival as the rest of Israel’s history shows.

= How can we keep God'’s good gifts in perspective so that the Lord alone is the God we worship?

TRANSFORM

The Israelites had wavered in their opinions regarding the Lord and Baal. At times it seemed the
worship of the Lord was not worth their effort and that the worship of Baal would get them what
they wanted. For decades the people had been straddling the fence on who was the true God, but
Elijah forced their hand. No more wavering opinions allowed; they had to decide for one or the other.
They must determine if the Lord alone is the true God and worthy of worship. Elijah’s ministry
foreshadowed and pointed to the coming Messiah, who is the true God in the flesh, and He alone is
worthy of our worship (Philippians 2:11).

1. HEAD: The Israelites’ opinions about god and Baal led them to a false understanding of their world
and their worship. What we think about God matters greatly for how we see the world He created
and how we live in it.

= How are you forming your understanding of who God is?
2. HEART: Because of sin, our hearts are deceitful (Jeremiah 17:9), always turning us away from
God. So we ought to pray as Elijah did, both for ourselves and for others, that God would constantly
turn our hearts back to Him.

= How are you wavering in your opinions regarding God and potential idols?
3. HANDS: Elijah obeyed God despite some significant difficulties. Alone, he confronted the king who
slaughtered true prophets. Alone, he challenged false prophets who had the king’s support. But in

truth, Elijah was not alone—God was with him—so he obeyed, and his faith was rewarded.

= What opportunities might you have this week to obey God, whether alone or with other
believers?
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