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I Kings 17:1-19:21 Children’s Story 
Elijah 

ELIJAH 

 You have probably already noticed that sometimes people get 
into arguments. People do not always see things the same way. 
Sometimes they argue when they are both right; sometimes they argue 
when they are both wrong; often the hottest arguments of all are when 
two people agree but they want to use different words to talk about it. 

 Nevertheless, whenever we argue, we just assume that we are 
right and the other person is wrong, and that if we argue hard enough 
the other person will change their mind – which almost never happens. 
Then sometimes a whole lot of people get drawn into the argument, 
even sometimes whole nations – and if the argument gets bad enough, 
we call it a war. 

 Now, people argue over all kinds of things: money, time, in-laws, 
children, who gets to be important, where to live, who to like, what to 
do. But the biggest and hardest and most brutal arguments of all, 
whether between two individuals or in a big war between nations, 
are always at least partly about religion. 

 You might think, if you do not think very carefully, that we 
would all be nice to each other when we talk about religion, because 
religion is always teaching us about getting along better together and 
even loving each other. But religion – how we believe and love and try 
to serve God – is also about the very things we care about most and 
think are most important, including what life means and how we 
ought to live it. So naturally we fight hardest about what we care 
about most and think is most important. 

 Long ago in ancient Israel, a king named Ahab married a 
princess from another kingdom. Her name was Jezebel, and of course 
she became the queen of Israel, even though she was from Phoenicia. 
Her father was Ethbaal, and he was the king of Tyre, one of the 
greatest cities of that time. 

 The marriage was supposed to be a sign of peace between Israel 
and Phoenicia, two countries next door to each other like we are next 
door to Canada. The marriage kept Israel and Phoenicia from going to 
war with each other, but that was not the end of the story. 

 Queen Jezebel assumed that Phoenician gods and Phoenician 
ways were better than Israel’s God and Israel’s ways. King Ahab 
assumed that his new wife would be a little homesick and that she 
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had a right to bring some familiar things and some friends to her 
new home, but he also assumed that she would soon adjust to her 
new surroundings and try to be a good queen in her new country. 

 Jezebel’s idea of being a good queen was to take over the country 
and make Israel just like Phoenicia. In order to do that, she had to get 
the people of Israel to change religions. So she started bringing priests 
and prophets from Phoenicia to teach the people of Israel about 
different gods (in this case, Baal and Asherah) and a different way to 
worship them. To speed up the process, she also ordered her soldiers 
to start tearing down the altars of Yahweh where the Israelites 
worshipped, and she set many craftsmen to work building new 
temples to Baal and Asherah. 

 As you can imagine, that started a big argument. But every time 
somebody argued on the side of Yahweh, Jezebel had them killed. 
And if King Ahab tried to object, she told him to be quiet or she would 
make sure her father went to war against Israel. 

 Pretty soon nobody spoke for Israel’s God or worshipped 
out in the open. The Phoenician religion was growing and spreading 
everywhere, and it looked like the end of Judaism. However, being 
quiet is not always the same as changing your mind. Lots of the people 
still loved Yahweh in their hearts, and there were a few prophets 
hiding out that Jezebel had not been able to kill. The toughest and 
smartest of them all was a man called “My God is Yahweh.” That was 
his name! Elijah. (Eli = “my god”; jah or yah = Jehovah or Yahweh.) 
Just being there, even without saying a word, Elijah was a message: 
“My name is not Baal or Asherah. My name is Elijah! My God is 
Yahweh. I do not change gods. I will see you in hell first.” 

 Naturally Jezebel did not like Elijah. She had done everything 
she could to kill him. The problem was, she could not catch him. 
He was fast – fast on his feet. And he could run long distances and 
never seem to tire. 

 Elijah eventually did say some words. He told the people, in 
the name of God, that there would be a long and terrible drought – 

meaning very little rain, which meant soon there would be very little 
food; that everybody should stop worshipping other gods, no matter 
what Jezebel said or threatened; and that they should win back 
Israel’s way of life for Israel’s God. Then Elijah disappeared for almost 
three years to let everybody think it over – as they got hungrier and 
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hungrier. His leaving said (without the words): Why don’t you all 
fast and get closer to God. 

 When Elijah came back out of hiding, he sent out word that 
everybody should meet him on Mount Carmel, a high ridge of land 
overlooking the famous Jezreel Valley, not far from Haifa. He said 
it was time to have a contest – a showdown – to see who the true God 
really was: Baal or Yahweh. 

 Elijah proposed that all of the prophets of Baal would come 
and offer a sacrifice to their god and that he would offer a sacrifice 
to Yahweh – but nobody could use fire – and then they would see 
who God answered. His proposal was accepted. When everybody was 
gathered, Elijah let the prophets of Baal go first. He was showing 
deference, as there was already a big altar there for Baal-Melkart. 
So the 450 prophets prepared the sacrifice and danced around the 
altar, chanting and praying and flailing themselves as the ritual 
prescribed. Nothing happened. 

 Elijah was most understanding. He said, “Take all the time 
you like. Nobody is in a hurry here. Maybe your god is asleep, or off 
on business. Please proceed. It’s okay.” So they danced around and 
yelled louder and got really worked up. The 450 prophets of Baal 
ranted and raved for half a day until they were exhausted. “Give up?” 
Elijah asked. And they finally said, “Yes, but you can do no better.” 

 Elijah moved apart from the group, to where the remains of 
Yahweh’s destroyed altar lay scattered about. He took twelve stones, 
one for each of the twelve sacred tribes of Israel, and set up Yahweh’s 
altar. He dug a large trench around it, arranged the wood, cut up the 
sacrificial bull, and laid it on the wood. Then he had some people pour 
four jars of water all over the offering and the wood and the altar. 
He had them do that three times (how much is three times four?) 
until the trench was filled with water. 

 Then at the regular hour of sacrifice (that would be three o’clock 
in the afternoon to us), Elijah stepped forward and prayed, “Lord, 
let the people know that Thou art God in Israel.” And the Bible says, 
“Then the fire of the Lord fell.” It consumed the offering, the wood, 
the twelve stones, the earthen foundation they had sat upon, and 
all the water around it. 

 Then Elijah turned to the people and said, “Does that tell you 
anything?” 



 

BRUCE VAN BLAIR © 2016 – All rights reserved. PAGE 4 OF 9 

I Kings 18:20-40 Sermon 
Elijah 

HAVE YOU EVER BEEN ELIJAH? 

 It does not take long to figure out how to identify with Elijah. 
Elijah was in charge of a lost cause. At least it was lost from any 
normal human perspective. 

 We can hardly imagine the setting on a religious scale like Elijah 
was facing. Some of us have lived through a generation (thirty-three 
years) or more in which our society seems to have turned toward more 
secular values and goals. But part of society has also turned more 
toward God than before, and in any case, the whole society is by 
no means atheist. 

 Perhaps closer to Elijah’s experience is that we have seen a great 
wave of interest in other religions sweep over our nation. Vast numbers 
of our citizens have turned toward various forms or expressions of 
Buddhism or Hinduism, or moved into one of the many groups that 
claim new spiritual truth based on ancient Eastern principles. Yet, 
despite the many revolutions of thought and attitude going on, at no 
time has the nation as a whole truly turned away from Christianity. 
That is, the Christian church itself has not become outlawed and, 
though weakened, it never looks near death except to a few ivory-
towered sociologists and theologians. 

 Elijah, however, really was in charge of a lost cause, humanly 
speaking. When Omri arranged a marriage between his son Ahab 
and Jezebel, daughter of King Ethbaal of Tyre, it was to ensure peace 
between Israel and Phoenicia. In the mid-800s B.C., Phoenicia was 
at the height of its imperialism in the Mediterranean World, and 
Omri did not want to see his country become a victim of Phoenician 
strength and conquest. But at that time, to acknowledge political 
supremacy was also to acknowledge a country’s gods. There was no 
separation of church and state in the ancient world. If you lost battles, 
the reputation of your god or gods diminished. If you grew strong, 
most of the credit went to your gods. And if your prosperity lasted, 
many would consider switching to your gods, that they might also 
be recipients of the blessings of your more potent or effective deities. 

 Ahab was a moderate king who, like Solomon, favored religious 
tolerance. There was no thought in his mind about forsaking the 
Hebrew God, but he was also determined to avoid trouble with 
Phoenicia, at least until she did not look so powerful. He had 
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a strong peace treaty with Tyre in the form of Queen Jezebel, his wife. 
What he could not figure out was how to make a reasonable treaty 
with his wife. 

 Jezebel was not religiously tolerant. Jezebel was a fanatical 
evangelist for Baal-Melkart and his consort Asherah (a Phoenician 
version of Canaanite Baal worship). In part this meant that Jezebel 
was imbued with national pride and assumed that everybody would be 
better off living the Phoenician way, and that certainly if she was the 
queen of a country, it must become Phoenician in custom and religion. 

 Steadily Jezebel worked toward her ends, tearing down the altars 
where people worshipped Yahweh, killing the prophets (an almost 
unheard-of thing in Israel), and driving all forms and expressions of 
Yahweh worship underground. Meanwhile, she had more and more 
temples built for Baal and Asherah, no doubt claiming that this was 
the way to prosperity, as proved by the prosperity which had come 
to her country, and no doubt threatening invasion and war from 
her country if Ahab protested too much. 

 The temples were centers of legalized vice of all sorts, but 
especially of cult prostitution, where lewd practices were emphasized 
and encouraged as worshipful deeds that would inspire the gods to 
make the land and its people fertile and prosperous. The young women 
of Israel were increasingly encouraged to come to the temple and give 
of themselves, for a term, to the glory of the gods. After serving their 
term, the women were supposed to return to civilian life as if nothing 
had happened. Asherah was often depicted as a virgin, yet pregnant. 
Whatever happened in service of the gods did not count. Of course, 
the money you made went to the temple treasury, and the temples 
raked it in like little Las Vegases across the land. Pay money, have 
fun, no guilt. 

 I know that lots of people in our day and time would (and have) 
sided with Baal and Asherah. But if you try, you can understand why 
Elijah and those who truly loved Yahweh were not happy about what 
was going on. This was not their understanding of why God had freed 
them from Egypt or made covenant with them on the mountain. 
This was not their understanding of how Israel should live, or 
of what they wanted life to be like for their children. 

 So there were pockets of resistance to Jezebel’s efforts. She kept 
killing the prophets, meaning anybody who dared to speak out against 
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her. And she kept importing more priests from Phoenicia – 450 priests 
of Baal and 400 priests of Asherah, all of whom ate with Jezebel at 
the capital of Samaria. Among the prophets of Yahweh that were left, 
all of them looked to Elijah as the strongest leader among them. He 
was also, therefore, the most wanted criminal in the country. In fact, 
he had fled the country for his life. It looked hopeless. He was the 
leader of a lost cause. 

 On the other hand, Elijah was not able to quit easily. That is, 
given how he felt and what he believed, he did not really know how 
to quit. But he did know that he had better run. So first he went to 
King Ahab. Ahab was still a Jewish king, and no Jewish king in his 
right mind would kill a prophet of God; it was Jezebel who was lethal. 
Elijah said to Ahab: “If you think these Phoenician gods are so 
powerful and prosperous, see how you like the drought that Yahweh 
is bringing.” (The drought was supposed to wake the people up to the 
fact that what Jezebel had been promising was false – that instead of 
prosperity, they would get ruin.) And Elijah continued: “That you 
may know this drought is truly from Yahweh, be assured that it will 
not end until I, God’s prophet, have spoken God’s word to end it.” 
Then Elijah ran for his life. He went to the last place they would 
think to look for him: straight into Phoenicia, and even beyond Tyre, 
to a village in Sidon called Zarephath. Most of you know some of the 
stories of a widow and her son whom Elijah stayed with there. 

 Naturally there was severe famine in the land. In the third year 
of the drought, Elijah went back to Israel and called for the contest on 
Mount Carmel, which we told our children about a few minutes ago. 

*          *          * 
 Some people are shocked that such a powerful story ends with 
Elijah killing the prophets of Baal. But this is not the Sermon on the 
Mount, and Elijah was not pleased with them. They had killed the 
worshippers of Yahweh without mercy, and they had led the whole 
nation into abomination and apostasy. He knew the battle was far 
from over despite his victory, and he saw no reason to leave the enemy 
intact. He probably hoped the incident would so enrage the Phoenician 
leaders that they would march on Israel and force Ahab and the people 
to solidarity against the foe. (Short of that, maybe Ahab would realize 
that Jezebel’s threats were half bluff.) 

 If you are the leader of a lost cause, it takes more than one 
incident to turn the tide, even if that incident is a major miracle. 
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After the contest on Mount Carmel and, to cap it all, after the rains 
came, you would think that Elijah had won – that Israel would now 
return to Yahweh. Well, that movement actually was set in motion, 
but it would take a while for the news to spread, for people to 
assimilate it, for leaders to arise, and for people to decide that they 
really were willing to risk their lives for the right to return to the 
ways of their God. 

 Meanwhile, Elijah was in more trouble than ever. Jezebel was 
not amused. She and her people swore to kill Elijah or die trying. 
It was more than simple vengeance. If they could not kill him, it 
would prove that Baal-Melkart was not as strong as Elijah’s Yahweh. 
The victory on Mount Carmel had been telling, but they could undo 
some of the impact if they could kill Elijah – prove that Yahweh could 
not protect him. So the minions of Jezebel searched desperately and 
speedily in all directions for Elijah, and some of them doubtless 
headed north for reinforcements. 

 Elijah, of course, loved to run. All his life, he had enjoyed 
surprising people by showing up in places unexpectedly or by arriving 
in places they did not think he could reach so soon. And now Elijah 
ran like he had never run before. He had to keep ahead of the traveling 
news and ahead of Jezebel’s messengers. They would be running in 
relay fashion, with fresh runners at each post. If they could get the net 
out ahead of him, they would have him. But it would take Jezebel time 
to hear the news and then time to write the messages her runners 
would carry. That was all the time Elijah had. Once the messages were 
written, it was him against the pack. And if he ran into unfamiliar 
territory or any ordinary official who might delay him for questioning, 
his chances would get even slimmer. 

 This did not leave many options. Elijah ran south. We catch 
a glimpse of him in Beer-sheba, the last town in southern Judea and 
a jumping-off place to the desert of the Negev. There he arranged for 
a friend to gather news for him. Then it was another day into the 
desert, where no one could surprise him, where he could see anything 
coming from hours away, where he could melt in any direction. 

 What do you do when you are the leader of a lost cause? The 
next thing Elijah did was beg to die. He was exhausted, discouraged, 
and fresh out of any ideas about what to do or where to go. It was 
hopeless. He started sleeping around the clock, partly from exhaustion 
and partly from depression. God did not argue. The angel woke up 
Elijah, gave him food and water, then let him go back to sleep. 
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 If you like biblical truth, here is biblical truth: What do you do 
if you are the leader of a lost cause and it all comes to a showdown? 
Run like hell. Then get some sleep, then get some food, then get some 
sleep, then get some food. Do not make decisions. Do not pray. Beg to 
die if it makes you feel better, but do not do anything. In other words: 
Don’t just do something; stand there. Get some food and sleep. 

 Nobody would follow Elijah into the Negev. Nobody could track 
him there. But his southern journey was barely begun. He went 
straight down the Negev into the Sinai – into the great wilderness 
where only the Apache and the Nabataean and an occasional prophet 
could survive. And after many days he found a mountain, way down 
in the southern tip of the Sinai Peninsula: a holy mountain – 

Jebel Musa – where Moses met God. 

 Much of the Sinai looks more like the moon than the earth; 
it is so arid, it makes the Negev look lush. But on the mountain, 
there are springs and enough growth to support even sheep and goats. 
High up the mountain, maybe a twenty-minute hike from its top, 
there is a tiny sheltered valley where people like me imagine Elijah 
staying while he was waiting for instructions. How many days he 
was there, we have no notion. Then one day he was called forth. 

 Why did God first pass through as wind, an earthquake, and 
fire? Baal-Melkart of the Phoenicians shared some of the ancient 
descriptions of Yahweh; he was a sky-god and “god of the storm.” 
The Spirit had to reassure Elijah that there was no confusion here. 
God was not in the wind or in the earthquake or in the fire. In the 
best translations we have, God came in “a voice of gentle stillness.” 

*          *          * 
 Have you ever been involved in a lost cause? I remember how 
hard I once worked for something called the Consultation on Church 
Union (COCU). I am very glad we lost that cause. Thinking there is 
“only one way” is as dumb from one side as the other. And were you 
ever excited about the civil rights movement? What I thought we were 
after was an integrated society. The net result has been to move further 
from that than ever. I have no clue about a move to be made in that 
direction from where things are today. And there are lots of other 
lost causes I would love to believe in but do not, in any practical way. 

 Some days I think the United Church of Christ is a lost cause. 
Its polity is too good for this world; it is too honest and freedom-
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oriented to be effective in competition with more coercive and better-
organized structures. But I do not give up on the UCC. It is going to 
have to give up on me first. 

 Sometimes I have thought that this particular church is a lost 
cause. And I have certainly thought at times (and doubtless will again) 
that I myself am a lost cause. And, God forgive me, but love you 
though I do, there have been times I was glad I did not have to 
be some of you. Some of you really have it rough. 

 But like Elijah, sometimes we find our way into causes that 
belong to us as we belong to them, and it doesn’t make much 
difference whether they are lost or not. We simply no longer know 
how to give them up. We could just as easily give away our own selves. 
Nevertheless, we do wonder why more people are not drawn to them 
in the same way we are. 

 Why are there so many idols in the world, and why is it so hard 
to tell the real gods from the false? Is not Baal-Melkart just another 
name? Is not his father, El, also the El of the Hebrews? (Bethel = 
house of God.) Is not the true God that is behind the name Yahweh 
the same true God that is behind the name Dagon or Vishnu or 
Marduk? Were there not Phoenicians who worshipped as sincerely as 
Elijah did, and Jews who were as greedy and shallow as Jezebel was? 

 If everything is as good as everything else, then nothing really 
matters. There are no choices, and every fork in the road is only a 
momentary divergence toward the same destination. Getting drunk is 
the same as being sober; prostitution is the same as faithful marriage; 
loyal service is the same as living off of others. I hear many people 
talking this way, but I would hate to have to convince Elijah. 

 Sometimes the gods of Egypt have seemed to produce the best 
results, and sometimes the gods of the Babylonians or Assyrians or 
Persians or Romans or Americans have seemed to produce the best 
results. Elijah is one of a long string of people – a long tradition – 

who stopped seeking or deciding about God according to political or 
material results. That makes it really hard. It means we have to pray. 
It means we have to have some center of balance that is not much 
affected by what is going on in the outer world around us. 

 We come from that tradition. We do not have to keep going back 
to the mountain, but we do have to keep returning to the Cross. And if 
we do not quit, we have to keep listening for a voice of gentle stillness. 
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