2
3

Easter 5, 2008
Text:  1 Kings 18:21-39
How long will you waver between two opinions?
1. Our divided trust is what causes all our problems.

2. But when we are indecisive, the LORD intervenes boldly. 

3. He has provided the sacrifice for our sin of constantly wavering.
4. So we cry:  “The LORD—he is God! The LORD—he is God!”

Preached:  April 20, 2008 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Christians are under a lot of pressure today to lighten up. “You’re too exclusive,” we’re told. “You think that your way of believing is the only right way, that it’s the only way to get to heaven,” they say, “and that’s what leads to all this suspicion among people, to all this hatred, to all these wars, to all this killing!” Have you ever gotten that reaction? If you haven’t, you will. What a misunderstanding of Christianity! Oh, our Scriptures for today do teach that Jesus is indeed the only way to heaven. He said it pretty plainly in the Gospel for today, didn’t He? “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” But this assumption that because Jesus is the only way to heaven His followers hate others or try to exterminate them just is not found in the teachings of Jesus. Jesus taught, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.” “If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also” (so that he may strike that one). There certainly have been people who have misconstrued Jesus’ words and used them as an excuse to be mean and hurtful to others and even to kill them, but it is not Jesus who motivated them to such destructive behavior.
It is the devil who always creates these forks in the road that God lays out before us. The devil’s very first temptation was one in which he tried to get the first two people, Adam and Eve, to diverge from God’s point of view. “Did God really say,” he hissed, “that you must not eat fruit from any tree in the garden?” God had only commanded that they not eat from the one tree, from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. But the devil is a questioner. He always tries to get us to question God’s intensions. And he’s always trying to map out other ways that we can go about doing things. He loves alternatives. “Having only one way is closed minded,” he has so carefully schooled us into believing. And so we live in a world of alternatives, in which we are constantly being told no one way is better than any other. It’s made us into ambivalent people, into indecisive people, into people who are not able to make progress. What a different, infinitely clearer point of view is presented in today’s Old Testament Lesson.
Elijah lived in a world of double options. Elijah was a prophet of the LORD who lived in Israel about 800 years before Jesus. The King of Israel in Elijah’s day was Ahab, a man who had married a wife from the neighboring people, the Canaanites. Her name was Jezebel. Jezebel brought with her to Israel the god of her people, Baal. There were 450 prophets of Baal in Elijah’s day, and he was the only one of the LORD’s prophets left in Israel. But it was not just that this new religion was gradually edging out the native religion of the Israelites. No, the people of Elijah’s day were perfectly happy to worship both gods. They wanted to cover all their bases. You see, Baal was believed to be a fertility god. They thought that Baal was in the thunderstorms, that he was the one who sent rain on the earth and made the plants grow so that everyone would have food to eat. So why not say a few prayers to Baal as well as to the LORD. Wouldn’t it make you doubly sure to get what you needed? You can tell that the people have settled into this compromise from the very first verse of today’s sermon text:  “Elijah went before the people and said, ‘How long will you waver between two opinions? If the LORD is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him.’” Look at the people’s response! It was non-committal. “But the people said nothing.” There was silence. No one would commit exclusively to one of the two gods.
Divided trust really lies at the heart of all human weakness, at the heart of all sin. Is the LORD really all powerful, or should I make sure not to put all my eggs in one theological basket? You know, we still have gods today like Baal. Oh, they don’t have formal names. It’s more the idea behind them that is the object of our trust. Baal was a fertility god. He was worshiped by people who wanted to exploit the powers of reproduction. “If I could produce more wheat or more sheep, I will become richer.” That was the belief that lay behind Baal. Don’t we trust in the powers of reproduction today? “It’s really through my children that I can hand down my legacy. I’m getting old and I’m going to die. So if I can instill my values and my points of view in my children, they’ll be able to carry ‘Me’ on even after I’m dead.” Or maybe it’s just part of me that I worship—my brain power, my intelligence. Isn’t that a god that this generation worships? “Our science and technology will solve all human problems.” That’s the philosophy of many today. The book of Proverbs (3:5) says, “Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding.” Money is a God. We try to lay our hands on as much of it as possible, because we think that it will keep us safe and secure and happy. Well, that’s the essence of what you have a god for, right?
Baal was a fertility god. So to show that Baal was really no god at all, the LORD caused it not to rain in the land of Israel for three and a half years in the days of Elijah. “If you’re going to trust in one of my forces of nature,” the LORD said, “I’m going to take it away from you.” There was no rain in Israel for three and half years, and so no crops grew, and because the crops didn’t grow, the animals started dying, and the people started dying. The LORD does this. He takes away the things we trust in. He does it because He knows sinful people need more than just a gentle reminder that the LORD is the only God. Is there anything that He’s taking away from us at this time? Is there anything that perhaps we have trusted too much in? And perhaps—perhaps—He knows it must be taken from us because we are trusting in it too much? Is there anything that you’re hearing in the news every day that could be a wake up call for us 21st century children of God because we have a divided trust (we want one God but we want the other one too)? The economic downturn that we’re hearing about daily could be a wake up call, couldn’t it? It could be a reminder for us to turn from that other god that we have divided our loyalties to. 
Elijah, the prophet of the LORD is a bold spokesman for the LORD, isn’t he? He proposes a contest. The prophets of Baal should make a sacrifice their god. They should cut up a bull and put it on an altar, but not, as was the custom, set fire to it. Then they should pray to their god and see if he would send fire down from the sky, where he supposedly lived, to consume the sacrifice. The prophets of Baal accepted Elijah’s challenge. They slaughtered the bull and put it on the altar, and they prayed from morning till noon, “O Baal, answer us!” But nothing happened. They shouted and danced around their altar. At noon Elijah began to mock them. “Shout louder! Surely he is a god! Perhaps he is deep in thought, or busy, or traveling. Maybe he is sleeping and must be awakened.” So they shouted louder and slashed themselves with blades to make the blood flow so that their god would take pity on them and answer their prayers. They put passion into what they said. It says they “prophesied frantically.” They thought if they really put their emotions into it, their wish would come true. But just as with the double minded Israelites, there was no response. “There was no response, no one answered, no one paid attention.” There was no god there behind the name of Baal.
So Elijah took his turn. He slaughtered his bull and put it on an altar that he rebuilt there on Mt. Carmel. Then he did something strange. He had the people pour water on his sacrifice. Three times they drenched it till the water was dripping down the sacrifice and the altar and filled the trench that was dug around it. Then Elijah prayed, “O LORD, God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel, let it be known today that you are God in Israel and that I am your servant and have done all these things at your command. Answer me, O LORD, answer me, so these people will know that you, O LORD, are God, and that you are turning their hearts back again.” Then the fire of  the LORD fell from heaven and burned up not just the sacrifice but the altar and even licked up the water. God came in a miraculous way so that no one that day could say that Elijah had done some kind of magic trick to start the sacrifice on fire. The people were convinced. They fell prostrate and cried, ‘The LORD—He is God! The LORD—He is God!”

Nothing can snap people out of divided religious loyalties except the intervening of God. Elijah did not attempt to talk the people out of their double-mindedness. The people would not logically come to the conclusion after three and a half years of famine that Baal did not exist. The all-day-long prayer session to Baal that did not work was not enough to convince them. The LORD must intervene. He must boldly enter into the lives of His people with His almighty power in order to wake them out of their spiritual lethargy. And the LORD has done that—not just in dramatic scenes like this one from the history of His people. He did it in a much more powerful and persuasive way when He consumed a much greater sacrifice than the one Elijah offered. He Himself offered this sacrifice. It was His own Son that He brought down from heaven and placed on the altar of the cross. It was this sacrifice, His Son Jesus, who was destroyed by God’s burning wrath over sin. And it is this sacrifice, Jesus, that leads double minded people to respond:  “The LORD—He is God! (And there is no other!) The LORD—He is God!” We have seen this miraculous sacrifice again over this last month. We have again seen God intervening among His double-minded, fickle, ambivalent people and offering up His Son on Good Friday and then causing Him to come back from death on Easter. And He has offered that sacrifice for your sins of wavering and mine.
This week, when your mind is tempted to trust in two different gods, may you respond like Israel on that day. When you are tempted to trust in the LORD and in your money, let Elijah’s words run through your mind:  “How long will you waver between two opinions?” And then shout, “The LORD—He is God! The LORD—He is God!” When you’re faced with how to spend your free time with your family and the choice is between entertainment and doing something spiritual, listen to Elijah’s question, “How long will you waver between two opinions?” And then answer confidently, “The LORD—He is God! The LORD—He is God!” When you’re talking to your children about what they could become when they grow up and the temptation is to steer them in a direction that will make them financially secure rather than how they can best serve the LORD, listen to Elijah’s question, “How long will you waver between two opinions?” And then shout, “The LORD—He is God! The LORD—He is God!” When you raise you head off the pillow next Sunday morning, and your mind says, “Should I go to church or not?” listen to Elijah speaking to you, “How long will you waver between two opinions?” and say to yourself, “the LORD—He is God! The LORD—He is God!” You see, there is nothing to be gained by lingering unnecessarily over two options. Lingering over trust in two different forces only benefits the bad side. He who hesitates is lost. There is really only one clear option in almost every situation we face in life. Let’s practice your answer once to end this sermon. If you want you can read it out of the “Word for the Week” in your bulletin. I’ll read the question, and you shout out the answer. Pastor:  “How long will you waver between two opinions?!”  Congregation:  “The LORD—He is God! The LORD—He is God!”  Amen.
