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Allen Pruitt

For years now,
Elijah has been on the run.

Not too long from now,
Elijah will go up in his whirlwind:

the chariots will come down
and take him away,

on up to heaven.

But even during his life on earth,
it seems that Elijah has been riding on the chariots of fire.

For three years
Elijah has been staying one step ahead of Ahab

and his queen Jezebel.
Though king and queen of Israel,

Ahab and Jezebel are worshippers of Baal,
the god of the Canaanites,
enemies of Israel.

Elijah has stood alone as prophet
against his king and queen.

Elijah has stood alone,
speaking the truth,
calling Israel back to the worship of God alone,

and then,
he has run for his life,

one step ahead of Ahab and Jezebel.
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And now,
it seems that Elijah is finally ready for a showdown.

He calls Ahab out for a confrontation:
you and all your prophets,

900 in all.
All of the prophets of Baal,

against Elijah,
who stands alone as the prophet of YHWH,

the God of Israel,
the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

And it is a mighty battle,
or at least it’s an interesting one!

The dual happens near the edge of the territory of Israel,
near the supposed limits of YHWH’s power.

The setting is not only at the edge of the territory,
it is to happen at the site of a ruined altar to YHWH,

one which has been replaced with an altar to Baal.

Elijah stacks the deck against himself.
And this is likely why Ahab accepts the battle in the first place.

Ahab hopes to humiliate Elijah
before proceeding to kill him.
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It’s about as bad for Elijah as it can be.
But it gets worse.

The terms of the fight are these:
each side gets a bull.
Each lays it on their altar

and calls upon their god.

“Whichever god answers by fire
is indeed God.”

And Elijah invites the prophets of Baal to go first.
And they called out to their god

from morning until noontime saying,
“O Baal, answer us!”

But there was no voice,
and none answering,
and they hopped around on the altar that they had made

and nothing happened.

 

Elijah mocked them saying,
“Call out in a loud voice,

for he is a god.
Perhaps he is chatting

or occupied
or off on a journey.

Perhaps he is sleeping and will awake.”

But it just got worse,
they screamed and spilled their blood

and still nothing happened.
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And so Elijah came next.
“And he mended the wrecked altar of the Lord.”

And he laid out the sacrifice
and he said “Fill four jugs with water

and pour it on the offering
and on the wood,
and twice more too.

Pour out the water until it overflows,
and then pour it out some more.

And at the hour of the afternoon offering
Elijah the prophet approached the altar and said,

“Lord,
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel,

this day let it be known
that You are God in Israel.”

And the Lord’s fire came down
and consumed the offering

and all else too.

And the people said,
“The Lord indeed is God;
the Lord indeed is God.”
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The people finally believe.
“The Lord indeed is God.”

Is that what it took?
A confrontation between the God of creation

and all the little gods of man?

And you have to wonder why,
why would God come

and make himself known in the first place?

There, alone, stands Elijah.
The king and queen worship false gods;
the people follow right in line.

Even when offered the chance to affirm
that the Lord is God,

when Elijah tells them
to stop dancing between two gods,

even then,
the people can only hide their faces.

But God does not.
God,

the God of Israel,
the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,
the God of Heaven and Earth and all creation,

God makes himself known,
even to these faithless people.
Even the people who have abandoned God,

God will not abandon.
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I’ve never much liked this story.
When I was running the children’s program at my home church,

I bought a Vacation Bible School in a box.
Five days of Bible stories.

I can’t remember the theme,
but I remember that I liked all the stories

except this one.

So I changed it,
just deleted it right out of the week

and made up my own lesson
and my own crafts
and everything else,

just so I wouldn’t have to deal with Elijah
and the Prophets of Baal.

But more than a decade since,
no longer fresh out of college,
but now a third of the way through my career,

I can see the grace,
I can see dimly

how I might long for a God who will not abandon me.
I feel deeply

the need for a God who will not abandon me.
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It is not only Jesus and his parables,
Jesus, calling us to the love of neighbor

or even Paul
announcing to us

that there is no longer Jew or Greek,
male or female,

it is not only that God we hear about in the New Testament
proclaiming endless grace,

it is also the messy and inscrutable God of the Old Testament
who tells a story of resurrection
and proclaims a message of new life.

“The Lord is God indeed.”

God of the Old and the New,
God of what has been and of what will be.

“The Lord is God indeed.”

God of the broken hearted
and God of the proud.

God of the rich and the poor.

God of saints
and of sinners too.

“The Lord is God indeed.”


