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 This is Northeast Ohio, so when have outdoor worship, experience tells us we need to have a Plan B. Plan A is for 
sunny and 65-degrees with a slight breeze out of the southwest. This morning we have Plan A. But we know not to count 
on it. It could be 50 degrees with rain blowing sideways. So we are ready with Plan B, which is worship in the sanctuary as 
usual. 
 
 Some of my high school friends were water polo players. They’d wear two swimsuits because water polo is rough, 
with a lot of grabbing and tugging under the water. Players without a Plan B swimsuit can wind up in unfortunate 
situations.  
 

Life can be pretty rough. Unfortunate things can happen. So we can end up making plans that weren’t our first 
choice. We go to Plan B with jobs, relationships, financial strategies, whom we vote for in elections. In some part of life, 
some of us might feel like we’re long past Plan B. We’re on more like G, H or I.  
 
 Our experience with Plan A not working out means we can go through life hesitant to put all our eggs in any one 
basket. Both our head and our gut tell us to be careful and have a backup. For sure, there is wisdom in this––except when 
it comes to the life of faith and the ultimate loyalty of our hearts.  
 

The ministry of the prophet Elijah was to tell the people of Israel, the Lord God our Creator, the one who 
brought them out of slavery Egypt and gave them a land and made them his people––that God is Plan A for our love and 
our loyalty our trust for where we will really get life. For getting and receiving the life that’s enough to fill our souls, beside 
the Lord our God, there is no Plan B. But that never stopped Israel from making one. And it doesn’t stop us.  

 
In ancient Israel Plan B stood for Plan Baal. Baal was a Canaanite fertility god who promised to send rain and 

grow the crops. Unlike the Lord God of Israel, Baal didn’t ask for the exclusive loyalty of the people’s hearts. This made it 
easy to worship Baal alongside the God of Israel.  

 
Neither did Baal promise to love and be faithful to the people. Baal lured worshipers with prospects of success. 

When you want your crops to be successful, or your bank account or career or your plans, you didn’t care if Baal loved 
you as long as Baal gave you what you wanted. So alongside the Lord God of Israel, the people honored Baal. Perhaps 
you and I know how this works.   

 
We come to worship on Sunday and say we only have one God. The liturgy asks us, “Who is your Lord and 

Savior?” And we respond, “Jesus Christ is our Lord and Savior.” But then outside of worship, we find that this is difficult 
to integrate into life. We pine after a new or different something or other, or more of something else, as though if we got it, 
it would save us and remake our lives.  

 
In worship we hear Jesus tell us to love neighbor––even our enemies––and to pray for those that make our lives 

more difficult. We believe Jesus has the truth about such things, but we can be baffled about how to live this in a harsh and 
contentious world. So we become curious about what Baal could do to our enemies or to advance our cause. Which is how 
even those who think they are serving God can end up serving Baal. 
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That’s why Elijah lifts his voice to God’s people. He asks, “‘How long will you waver between two opinions? If the 
LORD is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him.’ But the people said nothing.” We say nothing as our confession 
that our hearts are divided. We are not steadfast in seeking life and love and purpose and promise in God above all else. 
We know that our plans for getting life that’s really life have had a Plan B.  

 
Elijah doesn’t try and argue the people back to God. Instead, he challenges the prophets of Baal to a prophetic 

showdown. Around here we can appreciate this showdown. It involved a bonfire and an ox roast. 
 
Elijah said to the people, “Get two bulls for us. Then let’s have the prophets of Baal slaughter their ox and put it 

on the woodpile. They can call upon the name of their god, Baal. Then I will do the same and call upon the name of the 
Lord God of Israel. The god that ignites the bonfire and roasts the ox is the god that’s really God.” 

 
So from morning until noon the prophets of Baal danced in front of the altar. They cried out and prayed with all 

of their heart. They wore themselves out crying, “Great Baal, answer us!” Elijah just sat back and watched Baal’s prophets 
having an impassioned worship experience.  

 
By noon, the chopped up ox was starting to draw flies and Elijah couldn’t help but get in a few digs. He said, 

“Shout louder! Maybe Baal is caught up in a project. Or maybe he’s off on vacation. Perhaps he overslept and needs you 
wake him up.” So they increased their volume and even cut themselves with knives and swords.  

 
When you’re knocking yourself out trying to get Plan Baal to work for you, it can be that harder you try for the life 

you think you want the more frustrated and depleted you feel. Which is the problem with handing over your heart to 
anything other than God. No matter the effort you put in to getting Baal to save you, a god made by you or anyone else 
will not respond. 

 
By mid-afternoon, the ox on the altar to Baal was getting pretty ripe. So Elijah told the people, “Why don’t you 

step up wind, over here, to the alar of the Lord your God?” Then he built the altar and piled on the wood. He butchered 
the ox and lay on top. Finally, as a bit of prophetic theater, he had the ox and the wood doused with 12 big buckets of 
water until the ground around the altar was fit for a mudwrestling match.  

 
When he was finished, Elijah didn’t dance or raise his hands or appear to have a profound worship experience. 

He simply and quietly prayed, “Lord God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel, let it be known to today that you are really God. 
Lord, answer me so these people can turn their hearts back again.” It was a prayer that revealed the tragedy of 
abandoning God as Plan A for life. In their waffling between God and Plan Baal, the people’s hearts had become divided. 
Life cannot be whole and well when lived from a heart that’s divided. 

 
After Elijah prayed, the Lord’s fire fell. It reduced the wood and the ox to ashes. It licked up every last drop of 

water so that the earth was bone dry. The air smelled like the aftermath of a fireworks display. It all must have been bery 
impressive. But what was most impressive was what didn’t happen. God’s fire didn’t consume of the people whose hearts 
had been waffling between God and Plan Baal. This is because God’s Plan A, God’s all consuming passion, has always 
been to love us to death.  

 
We heard Paul say this to the Ephesians in chapter 1, verse 4. He said, “[God] chose us in Christ before the 

creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love he predestined us for adoption to sonship through Jesus 
Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will.” This means that when our basic plan in life proceeds from anything 
other than the God who made and saved us in love, our hearts will not know the pleasure that God made them for. 
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But it means something else as well. When the great theologian Karl Barth interpreted Ephesians 1, verse 4, he 
said it means that God has always willed to be for us in Christ. That even before all creation, there was never a time when 
God was not planning to love us to death in Christ. 

 
This means that we will make plans in life: 

 
we will move to places we never thought we’d live; 
have relationships that take turns we never foresaw; 
live in world that changes in ways we couldn’t have predicted; 
work at jobs that change is ways we couldn’t have imagined when we started them; 
find ourselves making decisions that amount to Plan C and then D and on down alphabet… 

 
But through it all, the prophet is always asking us, “Which altar are you really standing in front of? On which altar are you 
really placing your soul?”  
 

When we make plans and decisions, placing our hearts on the altar of God who has always loved us to death, we 
may enjoy what feels like success. We may also find what feels like failure. Either way, we may know that we are in God’s 
Plan A, which is that we would live as God’s children that belong entirely to God who made us and saved us and sustains 
us in love. 
 

Today we baptize Gregory Warner. The water that will wash over him is a sign and seal that, in Christ, he 
belongs to God forever. He will never belong to his sins or to anything that would turn him from his Savior. In Jesus 
Christ will always belong entirely to God.  

 
Some of the church’s great saints have been named Gregory. In a fourth-century baptismal sermon about Elijah 

and the prophets of Baal, Gregory of Nyssa preached: “Elijah did not simply by prayer bring down the fire from heaven 
upon the wood when it was dry, but exhorted and enjoined the attendants to bring abundant water. And when he 
had…poured out the barrels upon the cleft wood, he kindled at his prayer the fire from out of the water.” 

 
Which is to say, nothing can douse the fire of God’s love for you in Christ. That’s why God alone is worthy to 

receive the loyalty of your heart. Amen. 


