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*The first books I remember really loving as an adolescent were the 
Nancy Drew Mysteries. They were also the first books I wanted to own 
for myself. Up until then, I was content to borrow books from the 
library and return them when I was finished. But the Nancy Drew 
books, I wanted them on my bookshelf, in numerical order, present an 
accounted for. I wanted to have them at my fingertips when I wanted 
to reread one of them. And reread them I did! The stories were the first 
to surprise me with their endings because, within the pages of those 
books, there were characters who were not predictable. I remember 
being delighted when, to my delight, the nice guy ended up the villain! 
It was my introduction to complex characters.  
 
I didn’t realize it at the time, but I was attracted to these characters 
because they were realistic. They were like me, sometimes I did the 
right and proper thing and sometimes I was a jerk. I’ve carried this with 
me into adulthood and I’ve always kind of thought one of the reasons 
the Bible remains relevant is because there are a lot of characters in it 
that are complicated like we are, sometimes they make good choices 
and sometimes they make exactly the wrong choices. Today’s story 
includes a supporting character who I find easy to relate to for that very 
reason. Before we get to him, let me tell you where we are in the story. 
 
You will recall that two weeks ago I told the story of two kings, 
Rehoboam and Jeroboam. It was suggested to me that I should have 
renamed them Ray and Jerry to make them easier to talk about. So, Ray 
and Jerry reigned over a split kingdom. Ray was the king of Judah, the 
Southern Kingdom, which included the people from two of the twelve 
tribes descended from Jacob. Jerry was the king of the Northern 



Kingdom, Israel, which included the people from the other ten tribes. 
These kings reigned in the 10th century BCE. This week’s story is set in 
the Northern Kingdom in the 9th century, so 100 or so years later. Ahab 
was the king and his wife was Queen Jezebel.  
 
*We’ve talked before about the importance of names in the Hebrew 
Bible. In Hebrew, the name Jezebel means “not exalted.” You have 
probably heard the name used to describe a woman who is disloyal or 
who seems to use her power, which in some cases is her physical 
appearance, to obtain wealth or elevate her own status. That use of the 
name Jezebel came from the story of Queen Jezebel. In the story, she 
was not faithful to Yahweh, the God of Israel. She worshiped Baal, the 
Canaanite storm and fertility god. The biblical writers presented Jezebel 
and her marriage to Ahab in a very negative light because they turned 
the people away from Yahweh; they were unfaithful. 
 
Shortly after Ahab married Jezebel, the prophet Elijah came to him and 
announced there would be a drought in the land, basically, he implied 
that Baal did not control the rain, Yahweh did. You can imagine, this 
was not good news to Ahab. After relaying this news, God told Elijah to 
go away and hide and God would provide for him. The stories of the 
ways in which God provided for him are in I Kings 17. After three years, 
God told Elijah to go back to Ahab. 
 
Because there had been no rain, there was famine in the land and 
Ahab, being the kind of king he was, was very concerned that there was 
no food or water for his horses and mules. You know, never mind the 
suffering of his people. So, he summoned Obadiah, his chief steward, 
which is the ancient Israelite equivalent of the chief of staff in the 
White House, and he said, “Go through the land to all the springs and 
valleys. Maybe we can find some grass to keep the horses and mules 
alive so we will not have to kill any of our animals.” So, Ahab and 
Obadiah went in opposite directions, looking for food. 



 
*Remember when I said there was a supporting character in this story 
to whom I relate? It’s Obadiah. Obadiah, in spite of his role as chief 
steward to Ahab, in spite of his loyalty to his job and to the king 
himself, was a devout believer in Yahweh. In fact, when Jezebel, at the 
height of her awfulness, ordered all the prophets of Yahweh killed, 
Obadiah secretly took 100 of them to two caves and supplied them 
with food and water. Obadiah was a complex character, as so many of 
us are. We will see in the next part of the story how difficult it was for 
Obadiah to straddle his loyalty to the king and to Yahweh. 
 
As Obadiah was walking along, looking for food for Ahab’s animals, he 
met Elijah on the road. He recognized him as a prophet of Yahweh and 
bowed down to him. Elijah told Obadiah to go tell Ahab that Elijah was 
back. Obadiah, knowing Elijah was not Ahab’s favorite, did not want to 
be the deliverer of that message. At one point, Obadiah said, “I don’t 
know where the spirit of the Lord may carry you when I leave you. If I 
go tell Ahab and he doesn’t find you, he will kill me.” And then in his 
own defense he added, “Haven’t you heard, my lord, what I did while 
Jezebel killed the prophets of the Lord?” Elijah persisted and alas, 
Obadiah went to meet Ahab and gave him the message. Ahab went to 
meet Elijah. It is here that today’s text picks up. 
 
17 When Ahab saw Elijah, Ahab said to him, “Is it you, you troubler of 
Israel?” 18 He answered, “I have not troubled Israel; but you have, and 
your father’s house, because you have forsaken the commandments of 
the Lord and followed the Baals. 19 Now therefore have all Israel 
assemble for me at Mount Carmel, with the four hundred fifty prophets 
of Baal and the four hundred prophets of Asherah, who eat at Jezebel’s 
table.” 
 
Narrator: King Ahab summoned all the people of Israel 



and the prophets to Mount Carmel. Then Elijah stood in front of them 
and said, 
 
Elijah: How much longer will you waver, hobbling between two 
opinions? 
If the Lord is God, follow the Lord! But if Baal is God, then follow Baal! 
 
Narrator: But the people were completely silent. 
 
Elijah: I am the only prophet of the Lord who is left, but Baal has 450 
prophets.  
So, let’s try an experiment. Bring two bulls. The prophets of Baal may 
choose whichever one they wish and cut it into pieces and lay it on the 
wood of their altar, but without setting fire to it. I will prepare the other 
bull and lay it on the wood on the altar, but not set fire to it. Then you 
call on the name of your god, 
and I will call on the name of the Lord. The god who answers by setting 
fire to the wood is the true God! 
 
Narrator: And all the people agreed. 
 
Elijah: You go first, for there are many of you. Choose one of the bulls, 
and prepare it and call on the name of your god. But do not set fire to 
the wood. 
 
Narrator: They prepared one of the bulls and placed it on the altar. 
Then they called on the name of Baal. From morning until noon time 
they shouted, 
 “O Baal, answer us!” 
But there was no reply of any kind. They began to dance, hobbling 
around the altar they had made. But still, there was no response. 
About noontime Elijah began mocking them. 
 



Elijah: I think you’re going to have to shout louder! Perhaps your god is 
daydreaming, or is busy relieving himself. Or maybe he is away on a 
trip, 
or is asleep and needs to be woken up! 
 
Narrator: They shouted louder, and following their normal custom, 
they cut themselves with knives and swords until the blood gushed 
out.  
They raved all afternoon until the time of the evening sacrifice, but still 
there was no sound, no reply, no response. Finally, Elijah called to the 
people, 
 
Elijah: Come over here! 
 
Narrator: They all crowded around him as he repaired the altar of 
the Lord that had been torn down. He took twelve stones, one to 
represent each of the tribes of Israel, and he used the stones to rebuild 
the altar in the name of the Lord. 
Then he dug a trench around the altar— 
large enough to hold about three gallons of water. He piled wood on 
the altar, cut the bull into pieces, and laid the pieces on the wood. 
 
Elijah: Go and fill four large jars with water, and pour the water over 
the offering and the wood. 
 
Narrator: The people did what he asked. 
 
Elijah: Now do the same thing again! 
 
Narrator: Once again, they poured water over the offering and the 
wood. 
 
Elijah: Now do it a third time! 



 
Narrator: Again, they did as he said, and the water ran around the altar 
and even filled the trench. At the usual time for offering the evening 
sacrifice, Elijah the prophet walked up to the altar and prayed: 
 
Elijah: O Lord, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, prove today that you 
are God in Israel and that I am your servant. Prove that I have done all 
this at your command. O Lord, answer me! Answer me so these people 
will know that you, O Lord, are God and that you have brought them 
back to yourself. 
 
Narrator: And immediately after he had finished, the fire of 
the Lord flashed down from heaven and burned up the young bull, the 
wood, the stones, and the dust. 
It even licked up all the water in the trench! And when all the people 
saw it, they fell face down on the ground and cried out, 
“The Lord—he is God! 
Yes, the Lord is God!” 
 
This text boils down to one thing-the people needed to make a choice. 
Would they follow Yahweh or would they follow Baal? Elijah gave the 
prophets of Baal every possible advantage. Elijah had Baal’s prophets 
pick their bull and allowed them to sacrifice their bull first and he gave 
them plenty of time to get the fire started. So much time, in fact, that 
Elijah had the opportunity to make fun of them. (“Hey, are you sure 
your god is listening? Maybe he’s going to the bathroom or 
something.”) The Israelites watched as Baal’s prophets harmed 
themselves to get their god’s attention. The question hanging in the air 
must have been, “Is this the kind of God you want, one that pays no 
attention to your cries and forces you to harm yourself to get its 
attention?” 
 



Continuing to give Baal every possible advantage, when it was his turn, 
Elijah readied the altar and had water poured all of it. If fire came, it 
would definitely be an act of God and not a fluke. And it came. The fire 
consumed everything-the wood, the stones, the bull, it even dried up 
the water pooled in the trench. God had shown up in a big way. The 
people believed; they chose Yahweh.  
 
Most of us wouldn’t have trouble choosing Yahweh over Baal, right? 
While we believe God reveals Godself to human beings in many 
different ways, most of us believe there is one God who is for everyone. 
It’s hard for us to relate to the people weighing their options between 
Yahweh and Baal, especially after that spectacle. And I would also guess 
most of us don’t relate to Ahab and Jezebel, Baal worshipers, leading 
the people away from Yahweh.  
 
I have to admit, I want to relate to Elijah, kind of a rock star of faith, 
worthy of a song like Elijah Rock. I imagine him a little rough around the 
edges, living outside the bounds of the king’s “yes people,” unafraid to 
call out wishy-washy faith, focused on pointing people to God. But, like 
I said before, it’s someone more like Obadiah that looks back at me in 
the mirror. Obadiah believed Yahweh was God, he even made some 
really great choices based on that belief, including protecting the 
prophets from the threat of Jezebel.  
 
But Obadiah, like many of us, struggled to give God the top spot. God 
was relegated to sharing the number one spot with Obadiah’s job 
serving the king, which undoubtedly kept him pretty comfortable and 
pretty influential. He didn’t quit when Jezebel starting killing prophets. 
He did nothing to help the people while Ahab fretted about the 
livestock. Like Israel itself, Obadiah was divided. This story paints a 
picture of Obadiah as one who had allegiance to two lords at the same 
time. And it causes me to ask the question for myself, “Is that 
possible?” Is it possible for us to serve more than one lord?  



You see, at the heart of the biblical narrative, at the heart of our faith, 
is the demand for allegiance to only one God. For most of us, the 
challenge is not whether to believe in God or not, our greatest 
challenge lies in whether or not we can trust God even in times when 
other alternatives seem more sensible, more immediately relevant, or 
more fashionable. Can we trust God’s ways even when our own ways 
seem so much easier?  
 
Elijah lived in a time and place when there was competition for the 
people’s loyalty. Would the people follow Yahweh or Baal? His 
prophetic role was to bear witness to Yahweh who was always faithful, 
even when human beings were not. Coincidentally, we also live in a 
time and place where there is competition for our loyalty. And like 
Elijah, we are called to bear witness to God and God’s ways in our lives 
and in the world. That means we have to make a choice too. We can’t 
sit on the fence like Obadiah…we have to choose. The ways of God; the 
ways of peace, justice, compassion, and love, have to be our ways too, 
even when the world tells us those ways aren’t realistic, will take too 
long, or sound like socialism.  
 
And this would be a great place to end the sermon. But I can’t…without 
mentioning the verses that follow this morning’s text. You see, where 
Tim and I stopped with the readers’ theater is the end of what the 
narrative lectionary suggests for today. And it’s a great ending, “When 
all the people saw it, they fell on their faces and said, “The Lord indeed 
is God; the Lord indeed is God.” Finally, the people made the right 
choice. I think stopping there is a little bit disingenuous though. It 
doesn’t force us to wrestle with what comes next. I mean, first, where 
is the water? God brought the fire, but it was the water the people 
needed. For the biblical writers, the cause of the drought was Ahab 
leading his people away from God. The people had turned back to God 
and the lectionary reading leaves us wondering, “Where’s the water?”  
 



Here are the verses to follow: 
Elijah said to them, “Seize the prophets of Baal; do not let one of them 
escape.” Then they seized them; and Elijah brought them down to the 
Kishon River and killed them there. 
And then a couple of verses later: 
45 In a little while the heavens grew black with clouds and wind; there 
was a heavy rain. 
 
It’s passages like this that really turn people off of the Hebrew Bible and 
that’s why we have to talk about them. First, we need to remember 
that this story is part of the books called the Former Prophets and they 
are a prophetic interpretation of events that may or may not be 
historically factual. What’s important is not the facts, but how the story 
is interpreted. The writers of Kings (I and II) were mostly concerned 
with Israel’s tendency to be unfaithful. The point, I think, to be made 
here is that Elijah’s job, as a prophet of God, was to make sure Israel 
was faithful only to Yahweh. The prophets of Baal were remnants of the 
unfaithfulness that had caused the drought. That unfaithfulness did not 
belong in God’s beloved Israel. If left, there was the risk of their ideas 
working their way into the hearts of God’s people again. So, once the 
prophets were gone, the rain could return. This was about the removal 
of unfaithfulness and everything that symbolized that. 
 
The idea that God would reward or encourage killing human beings and 
the idea that God inflicts suffering, like drought and famine, on that 
which God created, is not in keeping with who I believe God is. So, if 
there is anything for us to learn from the later part of this story it is that 
there are dangers associated with the insidious or the seemingly 
excusable compromises we make regarding our relationship with God. 
Maybe it’s the little things we let slide that are the real threats to our 
faith. Like, God is my God, but Sundays are the only days I can sleep in. I 
don’t need to go to church. God is my God, but that has nothing to do 
with how I spend my money or what I do with my time. I will share 



what I have as soon as I have everything I want. God is my God, but if I 
speak truth to power at work, I won’t get the promotion I have earned. 
God is my God, but these other things are important right now.  
 
Nothing is more important than representing the ways of God in this 
world. Nothing. If there are things in our lives keeping us from doing 
that, they have to go. We were created and we are loved by a God 
whose faithfulness to us has no end. The thing I am going to reflect on 
this week is how I might become a little more like Elijah, the rock star of 
faithfulness, and a little less like Obadiah, the one who tried to have it 
both ways. I’ve been reminded that just isn’t possible. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 


