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When the LORD Shows Who is God 

1 Kings 18:20-40 

 

 Who—or what—is your God? 

 That’s a question that may disturb us, but we need to ask it of ourselves regularly. God’s 

people have always been tempted to go after the false gods of this world, even from the earliest 

times. It’s not usually a conscious, deliberate move; it’s more like drifting or slipping away.  

About three months after the LORD God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel brought the Israelites 

out Egypt, Moses led them to the foot of Mount Sinai where God would make his covenant with 

them. Moses went up on the mountain to receive the Ten Commandments and various other laws 

and regulations for the life of the people. 

 The very first of the commandments that the LORD gave was this (Exodus 20:2-3)
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: 

 
 “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of 
Egypt, out of the house of slavery. 
 “You shall have no other gods before me.” 

 

From the very outset, the LORD declared that he and he alone was to be their God. 

 He demands that same kind of loyalty from us as followers of his Son, our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 It wasn’t long before the Israelites were already worshiping other gods. Moses was on the 

mountain for an extended time receiving instructions from the LORD about the law, the 

tabernacle that he was to build, the priesthood, and such. Before he came down, the people had 

already pressured Aaron, Moses’ brother and assistant, to make gods for them who would go 

before them and lead them in the wilderness. Aaron gave in to them and fashioned a golden calf 

from the gold jewelry they willingly gave for this purpose. The LORD’s resulting judgment on 

them was severe (Exodus 32). 

 

The situation 

Throughout their history, Israel was always straying after false gods. Once they had entered 

and conquered the Promised Land and settled in it, one of the false deities they most often went 

after was Baal. That apostasy was at its height in the days of the prophet Elijah. 

Let me remind you about the situation of Israel here in our text. Ahab, the king of the ten 

northern tribes of Israel, was already wicked enough. But then he married Jezebel, a daughter of 

the king of the Sidonians. Jezebel was a zealous missionary for the worship of Baal, the 
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Canaanite agricultural god. As the pagan sky-god, Baal supposedly controlled the rains and the 

harvest. Elijah knew that it was really the LORD who was God. In fact, that’s what his name 

meant—“Eli” meant “God” and “Jah” was the short form of God’s personal name “Yahweh”; 

thus Eli-jah, “Yahweh is God.”  

To demonstrate this truth, Elijah had called for a drought that had now continued for over 

three years. Baal had been able to do nothing about this drought. During that time, God had cared 

for Elijah first by the wadi Cherith, where the ravens brought him food in the morning and 

evening and he drank from the brook, then through the widow of Zarephath in Sidon, as her jar 

of flour and jug of oil never ran out until the drought ended. 

Now the LORD was ready to send rain. He told Elijah to go and show himself to Ahab, and 

then he would send the rain. So Elijah obeyed. 

In the meantime, Ahab had been searching for Elijah all this time. The drought had gotten 

worse, and Ahab and Obadiah, the manager of his household, were going throughout the land to 

try to find water and pasture for his animals. 

As Obadiah was traveling through the land, Elijah came to him and told him to go tell Ahab 

that Elijah had come. Obadiah protested, telling Elijah that Ahab had looked everywhere for him, 

even making the leaders of other nations swear an oath that they hadn’t seen Elijah. Obadiah 

feared that as soon as he left to tell Ahab, the Spirit of the LORD would carry Elijah away, and 

Ahab would be angry and kill him. Obadiah reminded Elijah that when Jezebel was killing the 

LORD’s prophets, he had tried to help them, hiding a hundred of them in caves and providing 

food and water for them. Elijah assured him that he would show himself to Ahab. So Obadiah 

went and told Ahab, and Ahab came to meet Elijah. 

 

Elijah’s challenge 

It was like the tension you see in the old westerns when the main character and his nemesis 

meet at high noon for a showdown. Ahab accused Elijah of being the “troubler of Israel.” 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” (18:18). 

Then Elijah threw down the gauntlet. He challenged Ahab to summon all Israel along with 

the 450 prophets of Baal and the 400 prophets of the goddess Asherah to Mount Carmel, a 

prominent ridge about 30 miles west of the Sea of Galilee. It juts out into the Mediterranean Sea, 

and is the place where the abundant autumn rains usually fall first as they come in off the sea. It 

overlooks the Plain of Megiddo and the Valley of Jezreel. Today there’s a huge statue of Elijah 

with his sword raised as he stands over one of Baal’s prophets lying on the ground.  

So they all came. Imagine the scene. The multitudes have gathered to see the showdown. On 

one side are 850 pagan prophets. On the other side stands one lonely prophet of the LORD. And 

that one lonely prophet comes to the people and says: “How long will you go limping between 

two different opinions? If the LORD is God, follow him; but if Baal, then follow him” (18:21). 

Then Elijah lays out the terms of the contest. They are to bring two bulls. The prophets of 

Baal will choose the one they want, Elijah would take the other one. They will slaughter and 

prepare the bulls for sacrifice and lay them on wood, but not set the wood on fire. The prophets 

of Baal will call on his name, and Elijah will call on the LORD. The deity who answers by fire 

will demonstrate that he is really God. 

Elijah let Baal’s prophets go first. They prepared the bull and put it on the wood. Then they 

began to call on Baal. And nothing happened. They prayed from morning until noon, but nothing 

happened. They danced around the altar with a sort of a limping dance. But still, there was no 
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answer. 

Finally, about noon, Elijah began to taunt them. He told them that maybe they needed to cry 

a little louder—maybe Baal was meditating, or had gone on a journey; or maybe he was asleep 

and needed to be awakened! 

That only spurred Baal’s prophets on. They began to cry louder. They cut themselves with 

swords and lances until the blood was gushing out on them, trying to get Baal’s attention. 

Midday passed, and they kept on ranting and raving and doing their limping dance around the 

altar until it was nearing the time for the evening sacrifice. But still there was no voice; “No one 

answered, no one paid attention” (18:29). 

Then Elijah called the people near. He repaired the altar of the LORD on Mount Carmel that 

had been torn down, using twelve stones representing Israel’s twelve tribes. He dug a trench 

around the altar, put the wood in order on the altar, and cut the bull in pieces and arranged it on 

the wood. Then he had the people to fill four large water jars and pour them on the sacrifice and 

the wood to soak them. In fact, he had them to do this three times, to the point that the water 

soaked the sacrifice, the wood, the altar, and ran down around the altar, filling the trench. 

Then at the time for offering the evening sacrifice, Elijah came near the altar and prayed a 

brief, simple prayer (18:36-37): 

 
“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. 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.” 

  

After Elijah prayed, the fire of the LORD fell from the sky consuming the offering, the wood, 

the stones, even the dust, and licking up all the water in the trench. The people fell on their faces 

and cried out, “The LORD, he is God; the LORD, he is God.” Then Elijah had them seize Baal’s 

prophets, and he executed them. 

 

 The LORD sometimes still does things like that to demonstrate that he is indeed God. 

In an article in Christianity Today back in 2006, Brenda Salter McNeil tells about meeting a 

brother from Ghana, West Africa. He was completing his PhD in missions at Fuller Theological 

Seminary. During one of his trips home, he tried to share the gospel with a number of people 

who lived in his community. They listened respectfully, but no one turned to Christ. Somehow 

he learned that they were intimidated by a nearby witch doctor who kept a symbol of his 

authority hanging outside his home: a lattice basket, filled with water, that never leaked. So this 

Christian brother decided to pray that God would empty the basket. He stayed outside the witch 

doctor’s home and prayed all night that God would demonstrate his power. At some point he fell 

asleep. A commotion awakened him the next morning. The basket was empty! The town saw a 

mass revival as people learned about the God who caused the water to come out of the basket. 

There had been a contest of power—and God had won.
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Showing who is God 

 On Mount Carmel that day, the LORD graciously showed himself and his power in order to 

turn the Israelites back to himself. He showed that he is God. 

 But it didn’t stop there. At another mountain, that hill outside Jerusalem called Golgotha, the 
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LORD God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel revealed himself and his grace, love, and power in a 

way never seen before, a way that was beyond what human beings could ever even begin to 

conceive! 

 There in the contest of the ages, God the Son conquered sin and Satan and death, to set free 

any and everyone who would trust in him. As Jesus died on the cross, he died for you and me. 

The Lord graciously revealed himself, more fully than he had ever done before. By Jesus’ death 

on the cross, he demonstrated his love for us. Through his resurrection, he demonstrated his 

power that he uses to deliver us. He showed to all the world, both seen and unseen, that he is 

indeed God! 

 

And yet so many go on worshiping and serving the idols of this world, much like the people 

in Myanmar (Burma) that J.R. Vassar wrote about—a large number of very poor and desperate 

people bowing down to a large golden Buddha, stuffing the last of their money into the treasury 

box and kneeling in prayer, hoping for a blessing from the Buddha, while on the other side of the 

large golden idol, workers on scaffolds were diligently repairing the deteriorating, broken 

Buddha. As Vassar put it: “Broken people were bowing down to a broken Buddha asking the 

broken Buddha to fix their broken lives while someone else fixed the broken Buddha.”
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So many people—even many who profess to follow Jesus as Lord—still worship the gods of 

this world. They look to wealth and worldly pleasures for fulfillment. They worship celebrities 

and politicians, and think that government and technology can solve all the problems of the 

world. Their commitment to their sports teams seems sometimes to rival or even eclipse their 

commitment to Christ and his church. And don’t forget the idol of self! 

But there is only one true God. And on Mount Carmel and at Mount Calvary, the LORD has 

shown that he is that one God, and that he has exclusive claims on us. 

Are you worshiping and trusting and loving and serving him, and him alone? 

 
MEG 
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