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We are working our way slowly through the chapters in 1 Kings that tell 

the story of Elijah. Elijah was a prophet of the Lord and he brought the 

word of God to a people who had turned away from the Lord. He 

prophesied to the Northern kingdom of Israel which had broken away 

from the Davidic dynasty during the reign of king Rehoboam who was 

the son of Solomon.  

In what we have covered so far in Elijah’s ministry, King Ahab was on 

the throne. Elijah’s ministry was focused on calling King Ahab to 

repentance as well as the people who followed his lead in worshipping 

the false God named Baal. The themes of this part of the story center on 

God’s displeasure with Ahab and the people of Israel because of their 

idolatry. One of the key requirements of God for his people was that 

they worship him alone and one of the key sins of Israel was failing to 

do that. 

As background it is helpful to remember that Israel was in a covenant 

relationship with God. God had chosen Israel to be his people and he 

had brought them into a covenant relationship with himself. He was 

their God and they were his people. That covenant relationship was a 

formal relationship, similar to marriage. It was formed by means of 

promises, commitments and obligations. God promised to be their God 

with all that that meant, and Israel promised to be his people with all 

that that meant. It was an incredible blessing for Israel to have been 

chosen by God to be his people. It was a blessing that God had not given 

any other nation. Its purpose was that through Israel all the other 



nations of the world would be blessed. God had chosen Israel to play an 

important role in his plan for the salvation of the whole world.  

The history of Israel is mostly the story of Israel’s failure. There are 

some high points, but for the most part Israel did not serve the Lord by 

keeping his commands and the story of Elijah and Ahab (and Israel 

under his rule) is part of that story. The main sin that is addressed in this 

story is the sin of idolatry – the worship of other gods, besides the true 

God – the God of Israel.  

And that is the subject of the verses we will consider this morning. Elijah 

had met with King Ahab and told him to assemble all Israel at Mount 

Carmel. And Ahab complied. This part of the story demonstrates the 

sovereignty of God over Ahab. God’s prophet is telling the king what to 

do and the king, at least in this instance, is complying. No doubt part of 

the reason was that Israel was suffering a drought that had started by 

God’s word through the prophet and which would only end by God’s 

word through the prophet.  

So the people gather together, along with the prophets of Baal and 

Asherah, at Mount Carmel. Elijah addresses the people, and this is what 

he says, 1 Kings 18:21, “How long will you go limping between two 

different opinions? If the LORD is God, follow him; but if Baal, then 

follow him.”  

Now the consensus in the commentaries is that it is impossible to know 

exactly what Elijah said in the first part of this verse. There is difficulty in 

understanding and thus translating some of the Hebrew words. But the 

consensus is also that the basic idea is clear and so the words that we 

have in our translation accurately convey the intention of Elijah’s 

question. “How long will you go limping between two different 

opinions? 

The idea was that Israel was trying to worship both Yahweh, the God of 

Israel and Baal, the pagan god of the Sidonians. They had not forsaken 

the true God entirely. They had not abandoned the true God 

completely, but they were worshipping Baal as well as Yahweh. They 

had become polytheists. They were worshipping more than one 

God/god.  



But that was not a legitimate option according to Elijah, the prophet of 

the true God. His words on this occasion are based on the first of the 

Ten Commandments which is, “You shall have no other gods before 

me.”  Elijah here was insisting on the first commandment. He is insisting 

that Israel make a choice. “If the LORD is God, follow him; but if Baal, 

then follow him.”  He is pushing Israel to make a choice between the 

true God and the false god. He is insisting that worshipping them both is 

not a legitimate option. Israel must choose which God/god they will 

serve. Baal may allow for the worship of more than one god, but the 

God of Israel insisted that he was the only true God and he insisted that 

his people worship and serve him alone. 

Elijah is enforcing the first commandment. Elijah’s message is simply a 

restatement of the revelation of God’s will from earlier parts of the Old 

Testament Scriptures. There is a passage in Deuteronomy which makes 

it clear that the choice between Yahweh and Baal was not a neutral 

choice. Taken apart from its broader biblical context, you might think 

that Elijah was saying – just make a choice – it does not matter which 

god you choose, but you must choose. The reality is that the choice that 

Elijah was insisting on was a matter of life and death. It was the most 

basic and important choice than any human being can make. To choose 

Yahweh was to choose life. And to choose Baal was to choose death. 

Israel had been given that choice back in the days of Moses just before 

she entered the land of Canaan. In Deuteronomy 30:15ff, after he had 

set out the terms of his covenant relationship with his people, God had 

said to his people, “See I have set before you today life and good, death 

and evil. If you obey the commandments of the LORD your God … then 

you shall live and multiply and the LORD your God shall bless you…. But 

if your heart turns away, and you will not hear, but are drawn away to 

worship other gods and serve them, I declare to you today, that you 

shall surely perish. I call heaven and earth to witness against you today, 

that I have set before you, life and death, blessing and curse. Therefore 

choose life, that you and your offspring may live….” 

What Elijah says in our text is a restatement of this fundamental choice 

that God sets before his people. He called Israel to make a choice 

between God and Baal. He insisted on them choosing one or the other. 



He insisted that trying to have it both ways was not an option. To try to 

worship both Yahweh and Baal is, in fact, to choose Baal over Yahweh 

because Yahweh will not just be another god for anyone. The God of the 

Bible is the only true and living God and he insists that he be recognized 

as such and so the fundamental command of all is the command to 

worship him alone and to reject all other god-pretenders for the false 

gods that they are. This is all behind Elijah’s words on that day when 

Israel was gathered before him on Mount Carmel. “How long will you go 

limping between two different opinions? If the LORD is God, follow him; 

but if Baal, then follow him.”   

There is another background thought that helps us to sense the urgency 

of what Elijah is insisting on by these words. The covenant relationship 

between God and his people is often understood as a marriage 

relationship. For instance in Isaiah 54:5 God says to his people, “For 

your Maker is your husband, the LORD of hosts is his name….” 

This helps us to understand the nature of the covenant relationship 

between God and his people. It is a love relationship. God loves his 

people and he expects his people to love him with all their hearts. That 

is one of the main commandments of the whole Bible. Deuteronomy 6:5 

“You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your 

soul and with all your might.”  The relationship between God and his 

people is a love relationship which is analogous to a marriage 

relationship.  

This helps us to understand God’s demand for loyalty and faithfulness 

from his people. Marriage is an exclusive relationship. If one of the 

partners in a marriage loves someone outside of the marriage with the 

kind of love that makes a marriage, the marriage is destroyed. What 

Israel was doing by worshipping Baal alongside of the LORD was 

spiritual adultery. This helps us to see the serious violation that limping 

between two different opinions was. By worshiping Baal alongside of 

the Lord, the people of Israel were violating their relationship with the 

LORD in a way that is similar to the violation of a marriage relationship 

when one of the partners commits adultery. 

This idea also helps us to see something of the persistence of God’s love 

for his people. As Jesus would later teach, committing adultery breaks 



the marriage bond so that the innocent party can legitimately divorce 

the adulterer. God had every right to turn his back on Israel. They had 

committed spiritual adultery against him. They had broken their 

covenant with him. God was no longer obligated to stay in the marriage. 

And yet here he is though Elijah his prophet, calling the people to 

repentance and offering to continue the relationship of they would do 

so. This shows us something very wonderful about God’s love for his 

people. It is always a love that continues in the face of spiritual adultery. 

It is a tender marital love that takes his people back if they return to him 

after having committed spiritual adultery, by worshipping other gods 

besides or alongside of him. 

This is also why God refers to himself as a jealous God. In the second 

commandment, God forbids the worshipping of idols or images and the 

reason that he gives is “[F]or I the LORD your God am a jealous God.” 

God is a jealous God. Jealousy is necessary in a marriage relationship. It 

is the demand for exclusivity in a marriage. If a wife were not jealous of 

her husband or a husband of his wife, it would not be a good marriage. 

Jealousy is a good thing in marriage. It is an expression of love. And that 

is also true of God’s jealousy in his relationship with his people. God’s 

jealously seeks to protect something beautiful – the exclusive love 

relationship between himself and his people. God delights to be the God 

of his people, but he must be their only God. For his people to be 

promiscuous about who or what they worship is a violation of the love 

relationship between them and their God. So here in our text we have 

God through his prophet calling his people to turn away from 

worshipping Baal and instead to worship and serve the LORD alone. 

Now all of this applies to us and we will spend the rest of this sermon 

exploring how it does so. To do that we will have to consider how the 

idea of idolatry is developed as the Bible progresses. In some ways the 

worship of idols that we read about in the Old Testament is far removed 

from us. The worship of Baal is not an attraction to us. We wouldn’t 

know how to worship Baal even if we wanted to. But that does not 

mean that we do not commit idolatry.  

To see how that works we must think about what was going on in the 

hearts of the Israelites when they worshipped other gods. The other 



gods took the place of the true God in their hearts. In the case of Baal 

they looked to him to bring them the rain. They were trusting Baal to 

give them what only the true God could give them. They were giving 

Baal the honor that belonged to the Lord. When the rains did come they 

would thank Baal for them rather than thanking the Lord for them. 

Idolatry is not just something that has to do with bowing down before 

an idol. It has to do with the heart. It has to do with anything that takes 

the place of God in our hearts. 

That is why the New Testament can speak of idolatry without referring 

to pagan gods. So Paul in Colossians 3:5 refers to covetousness as 

idolatry. And Jesus refers to the same thing without using the term 

idolatry in Matthew 6:24 when he says, “You cannot serve God and 

money.”  Jesus here is saying the same thing as Elijah in our text where 

he says in effect that you cannot serve Yahweh and Baal. John in the last 

verse of his first epistle says, “Little children, keep yourselves from 

idols.” (1 John 5:21) 

Idols are God-substitutes. An idol is anything in our lives that is given 

the place of primacy that God demands for himself. God says that we 

are to love him with all our hearts. We are to love him more than 

anyone or anything else. God says that we are to trust him to provide all 

our needs. “Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on 

your own understanding.” (Proverbs 3:5) God says that he is to be the 

one who gives us the greatest satisfaction in life. Jesus says, in John 6, 

“Do not work for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures 

to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you.”  “I am the bread of 

life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in me 

shall never thirst.”  Our relationship with God through Jesus satisfies the 

deepest desires and hungers of the human heart and we commit 

idolatry if we try to satisfy those desires and hungers with anything 

other than God. 

Idolatry is anything which takes the place of God in our lives – anything 

that we love more than God – anything that we trust more than God – 

anything that we look to, to satisfy our souls more than God. Romans 

1:25 gives a short definition of idolatry when it says of mankind in sin 



that they “worshipped and served the creature rather than the 

Creator.” 

And this is something to which we are all prone. It is a sin that we all 

commit. If we are trusting in Jesus, God has worked a change in us so 

that we are learning to put God first in our lives, but as long as we are in 

this life, we still struggle with putting other things in our lives before 

God. When John in 1 John 5:21 said, “Little children, keep yourselves 

from idols,” he was addressing the church, the people of God. As 

Christians we are not living in idolatry as blatantly as Israel was when 

Elijah questioned them about limping between two opinions. But this 

text certainly applies to us as an exhortation to keep ourselves from 

idols. We are to be fighting against limping between two different 

opinions. We are to repent of all idol worship and to strive to follow the 

true God with all our hearts. This is a huge part of the fight against sin 

that is such an integral part of the Christian life.  

So the application of our text this morning to our lives is that we must 

be fighting against the tendency that we all have to limp between two 

opinions – between serving God and between serving the idols of our 

hearts. In Matthew 10:37 Jesus says, “Whoever loves father or mother 

more than me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son or daughter 

more than me is not worthy of me.”  In Matthew 6:21 he says, “For 

where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”  Jesus’ demand to 

be our greatest love parallels God’s demand in the Old Testament that 

we worship and serve God alone. It is an expression of Jesus’ divinity. 

What the God in the Old Testament required of his people, Jesus 

requires of his people. Jesus could do that because he is God.  

Now thankfully, Jesus came to save us from our sins. Thankfully Jesus 

died to pay the penalty for our sins – including our sins of idolatry. If we 

had to be completely free from idolatry before we could be accepted by 

God, there would be no hope for any of us. If we think carefully about 

our desires and our loves and our priorities and our interests, we will 

have to confess that we do not love Jesus with all our hearts; we do not 

trust fully in God’s promises to care for us and we do not find our 

greatest satisfaction and joy in God. We do, in fact, limp between two 

opinions.  



To the extent that Jesus and his kingdom are not the greatest priority in 

our lives we are limping between two opinions. And the call to 

repentance which is the ongoing demand of the Christian life is the call 

to daily choose to worship God and not our idols which translates into a 

constant battle against idolatry in our lives. Elijah’s call to Israel to 

choose between the true God and Baal is addressed to all of us to daily 

choose God over our idols. This is not something that we ever perfect in 

this life, but by God’s grace and power we do make progress.  

How do we engage in this fight – this fight that can only happen by the 

power of the Holy Spirit? It begins with seeking to know our own hearts. 

Idolatry is a matter of the heart. Jesus said, “For where your treasure is, 

there your heart will be also.”  Our hearts have things that we love. Our 

hearts have desires and passions. Our hearts have priorities and 

cravings.  

Here are some examples of common idols. These come from a booklet 

called, Motives by Edward Welch. “Pleasure, freedom, power, peace, 

love/intimacy, happiness, comfort, significance/reputation, meaning, 

respect/admiration, control, success.”  Ed Welch continues, “Most of 

these are not bad in themselves, but when we value them more than 

God, they become idols. The problem is not so much that we want 

these things, but that we want them too much. They become our goal, 

our hope, our purpose. We feel like we need them. When they are out 

of reach, life seems meaningless.” (p.14) 

Pleasure. We make an idol of pleasure when pleasure apart from God is 

more important to us than pleasure in God. Freedom. We make an idol 

of freedom when we insist on going our own way instead of God’s way. 

Comfort. We make an idol of comfort when some other form of comfort 

is more important to us than comfort in God and obedience to God. And 

so it goes. The things that Welch mentions are legitimately important 

things in life, but they become idols when these things are too 

important to us – more important than loving, serving, pleasing and 

worshipping God. 

When loving, serving, pleasing and worshipping God is more important 

to us than other legitimate desires, we will restrict and control those 

desires so that they are less of a priority than God. Much of the time 



idolatry is wanting a good thing too much. There is nothing wrong with 

wanting money. But money becomes an idol if it is too much of a 

priority in our lives and if we are not willing to sacrifice a lot of it as an 

expression of our greater love for God. And so it goes. 

Now this text, in which Elijah accuses Israel of limping between two 

opinions, is a call to us to repent of our idolatries and put God first in 

our lives. And the text itself points us to the way that God expects us to 

respond. It alerts us to the reality of idolatry. It teaches us the 

seriousness of idolatry. It calls us to make a choice when it comes to 

which God/god we will serve. And in these ways it points us to the way 

that we are to deal with the idols in our lives. 

Now Israel had no excuse for her idolatry, but we have even less. If we 

are believers in Jesus we have resources for change that Israel did not 

have. We have the Holy Spirit in a way that Israel did not have the Holy 

Spirit. No doubt the Holy Spirit was active in the Old Testament period, 

but one of the great emphases of the New Testament is that New 

Testament believers have much more power to change due to the 

finished work of Jesus and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. But with 

that in mind we can consider our text and how it helps us to deal with 

the idols in our lives. 

The text addresses the whole matter of idolatry and thus it calls us to 

address the whole matter of idolatry in our lives. That means this is 

something we must think about in connection with our own lives. We 

are to think about this subject in connection with our own lives. We are 

to identify our idols. This takes self-examination. This takes thoughtful 

and prayerful consideration of our thoughts and desires and passions 

and priorities. We need to think of these things to identify things that 

are very important to us and consider how these areas compare with 

our love for God and our passion for worship and service. This text calls 

us to seek out the idols in our lives. 

And it calls us to repent of them. It calls us to see idols for what they are 

and to exercise self-control so that we do not allow the idols to control 

us. This is what idols do. They control us. And we are called to put them 

in their place. So we might have to put limits on seeking our own 

pleasure and place a higher priority on serving God, time with God, 



getting to know God better. This text calls us to identify the idols in our 

lives and make choices to serve God rather than the idols. 

Now the key here is God’s love. Change happens by the power of the 

Holy Spirit, but he works through increasing our love for God by 

showing us more of God’s love for us and more of God’s glory and 

beauty so that our love for God grows. Fighting idolatry involves self-

control and limiting time and energy in certain areas, but it also involves 

nurturing our love for God. 

We see that love in this text in that it shows God’s covenant love for his 

rebellious people. God is pursuing his people in this verse rather than 

just writing them off and turning his back on them. And that 

characteristic of God is seen more vividly in his sending Jesus to call us 

to repentance, but also to suffer and die in our place. As John puts in 1 

John 4:9-10, “In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that 

God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through him. 

In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent 

his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.” 

The key to fighting idolatry in our lives is nurturing our relationship with 

God and that happens through spending time with God, through 

thinking about God and especially his love to us in Christ. Relationships 

take work. Relationships take time. The closer we grow to God, the 

more we will be able to put our idols in their place. There are many 

precious things in this life, but there is nothing more precious than God 

and being loved by him and loving him in return. And that is what God 

means when he tells us to choose life over death. The Psalmist of Psalm 

63 says of God, “[Y]our steadfast love is better than life.” This is what 

we need to experience to put the idols in our life in their place. 


