Elijah’s Challenge
Prayer: Lord our God, you are our shelter and our salvation. You are our refuge in bad times and our praise in times of joy. You walk with us faithfully all our life and you don’t leave us even when we leave you and look for happiness and help elsewhere. We confess that we like to not depend on you. We confess that we try to arrange our lives ourselves and rely on ourselves and not to come to you for help. We have learned to rely on many comforts of this world. We are surrounded by technical inventions, we trust our own experience and knowledge, we trust our friends and loved ones. There are days when we don’t even think of you, God. We thank you for your patience with us. Thank you for not forsaking us despite our self-confidence and running away. Thank you that you keep waiting for us to come back, again and again, to hide in your arms. Thank you, Lord, that we may keep seeking you and finding you. Thank you that you want to meet us also today. Amen.

Text: “Elijah came near to all the people and said, “How long will you go limping between two different opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal, then follow him.”” (1 Kings 18:21; ESV)
Sermon: Ahab accused Elijah of bringing destruction upon the land. It was the same as if he accused God himself. When God is far, one acts angrily toward those who are near. No rain for three years. People are impoverished and cattle has no food. And who is to blame? God and those who believe in him. Of course… If Elijah was any good, he would know how to win God’s favor and he wouldn’t let famine and devastation come.

How many times have people blamed God for allowing bad things to happen to them and for punishing them for their sins. How many people have left the church because they became convinced that if there is a god, he is certainly their enemy. It is easy to believe when we are doing well. But when illness comes, troubles, loneliness and failure… How many times do we feel as if God picks on us and gives us no rest. And when a pious soul comments that we get what we deserve, who would not wish to hit that dear saint in the face?


But Elijah has not come to judge and to punish. Elijah comes to bring rain to parched land and desperate people. Elijah does not embody God’s revenge but God’s love and care. Elijah says: “It’s neither God nor me who brings destruction on this land, Ahab, but you because you have abandoned God! Without God your kingdom will crumble and your people perish. The drought of three years is not God’s punishment but an urgent warning to you to change, to stop, to turn and save yourself and your country.” It is not God who punishes us. Our bad actions bring bad consequences of themselves. But God is so merciful and kind that he warns us of those bad consequences ahead of time, while there is still time to change and to rescue many things. When something bad happens to us, when we face failure and disappointment, let us not blame God. Let’s try to listen to him and reflect on ourselves. Have I not started on a journey which doesn’t lead anywhere? Am I not leaving God and the fellowship? Might God not intend to use my failure to warn me and save me while it is still possible? Those of you who drive a car know how one gets bolder and bolder over time and doesn’t think about danger. And then a day comes when you almost cause an accident. Praise God, nothing happens. Only a dumb person won’t be more cautious afterwards. That critical moment when he almost crashed will help him to remember his responsibility and he will drive with more caution. Similarly God helps us in our lives. Blessed are those who listen at such moments and are willing to change.

But Elijah didn’t come only to announce rain. He came to inaugurate a magnificent spectacle. “Let everyone meet at Mount Carmel. The decision will be made there. Either I am right and God is the only god worthy to be served, or I am a fraud and a liar who does not deserve to live.” We hold our breath how suddenly we are on the edge. Either—or. No third alternative. Everything hangs on a single thread.


When everyone gathered, Elijah went before Israel and asked them a single question: “How long will you go limping between two different opinions? How long do you want to serve the Lord and Baal?” Why limping? Can we limp between two sides? That’s what happens when a man wants to serve two masters or date two women. He can never love both the same. In reality he always prefers one over the other, like a limping person who leans with all his weight on one leg and drags the other behind. But a crippled person limps either on the left or on the right leg. It’s clear which leg he prefers and which hurts, which is healthy and which is weak. But when a person limps on both sides? Now on the left, now on the right. No crippled person does this! Unless he only pretends to limp. Unless he lies and tells each woman the same thing, that she is his only one and that he is breaking up with the other one.

Israel’s faith was like that, and sometimes ours is too. We like to make ourselves believe that we can have it all. Love God and the world. Be honest and successful. Generous and rich. Faithful and free. In reality we lie to ourselves and to others. We are dazzled by the false impression that we can have both but in reality we have nothing! We can never have two loves, two supports, two certainties. Not only that we don’t have two; at such moments we don’t have any! Until we make a decision, until we choose, until we say: “You are my only one” we don’t know what true love is, what faith is. As long as we keep a foot in each camp, as long as we keep putting off the decision and have more than one relationship, we are merely faking love and faith. And we gain nothing. We only lose. We don’t have peace, we don’t have certainty, we don’t have joy because we don’t know to whom we belong. We miss the most precious fruits of love and faith. We are like someone who has been invited to a wedding and because there are so many delicacies he can’t make up his mind and keeps tasting them all until his stomach aches.

When Elijah asked his question, the people were silent. His words got to the bone. People are usually afraid to make a clear decision. Baal was too attractive and promising. But they didn’t want to lose the Lord either. What if they might need him some day? They are silent and give no answer. They are afraid to accept responsibility. We get similar silence sometimes when we try to talk to people about faith and God. At most times they don’t want to talk about it or think about it because they would have to ask themselves: “What do I really believe? Who is most important in my life?” And that could bring them under an obligation. It’s better not to know and not to deal with it. It’s better to be neither for nor against. It’s better to keep silent. Many of us are like fluttering butterflies: no commitments, no serious involvement, keeping things and relationships open, never saying never—but this is precisely how we miss out on life the most. Only when we find the courage to say clearly “yes” and “no,” only when we make choices and so fulfill our freedom, only then can something happen and change in our lives. Our hesitation and silence is just wasting time. It is our decisions and our words that make history and give a unique shape to our lives.

To the hesitant Israel Elijah offers a life-or-death duel. “Let’s build two altars and let us each call upon our god. If Baal answers, we will serve Baal. If the Lord answers, we will serve the Lord.” And suddenly the silent crowd cries happily: “It is well spoken. It will be finally decided. Let the gods show what they can do and we will know who is the stronger one.” But it wasn’t that easy. It is not that easy today. People would prefer if someone else decided the question of faith for them. All of us would be happier if things were clear from the start and we didn’t have to make decisions, if there was just one god and no one had any doubts about him. Wouldn’t it be easy and comfortable if we didn’t have to believe in God but could be sure of him, could touch him any time?

But Elijah offers no proof. Elijah just calls, again, to faith. For even after fire comes down from heaven and rain falls, Jezebel will still persecute God’s faithful servants and Israel will still be tempted to limp between two sides according to their momentary needs and situation. No one can take away our responsibility for whom we believe and in whom we put our hope. No extraordinary event, no miracle, no outstanding experience will do it for us. It is always us who must accept our responsibility to make decisions and so fulfill our freedom. To cleave to one and abandon the other. Faith in God will never be beyond doubt, clear, easily proven. Neither Mount Carmel, nor the mountain of Transfiguration, fire from heaven or scientific proof will decide this for us and give answer to the question “whom shall I believe, whom will I trust with my life?” Precisely in this lies the greatness and glory of human life: we ourselves freely choose our path and future.

Thankfully we are not alone. God lets us know about him. He wants to meet us. He sends us his word and he has sent us his Son. We know of his love. But there are always other options. It is up to us whether we respond to them and how we decide. Only then will our life have a shape. Only then we won’t be just a mass of human bodies but will be people who know why they were born. Amen.

Prayer: Lord, forgive us that we don’t like to make a choice and that we put it off and take a long time and can’t decide clearly for your way. We confess that we are attracted by other offers and options and we would like to have a bit of everything. Help us to follow the path of your Son Jesus Christ, who did not yield to any temptation even though he could resist it only in the same way as we can, only by trusting you and loving you. We thank you, Lord, that even when we leave you, you still call us and pull us to yourself. Amen.
Intercession: Lord Jesus Christ, today we pray for all whose hearts are divided, who don’t know where and to whom they belong, who don’t know how to decide and what to choose. We pray for people who cheat in personal relationships, who change their loves and who are unreliable. Let them see how much pain and disappointment they cause. We pray for those who switch back and forth between truth and lie and who themselves no longer know what is true and what they pretend. We pray for those who don’t keep their promises and run away from responsibility, and for people who can’t pull themselves together and do what is necessary—we are often like them. Give all of us, we ask, the courage to make good decisions. Help us bear our responsibility and have mercy on our weakness and anxiety. Comfort the grieving, the weary, the hopeless, and show us the way which will bring us to the end which you have prepared for us. We ask together in your name: “Our Father…” 
