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TEENAGE Christian boy
clicked on a pornographic Web
site. On the hand he used to
guide the mouse, he wore a
“true love waits” ring. Why did
this young man violate his Christian
faith and sear his pure conscience by
viewing pornographic video? For one
reason, as in the case of the ancient
Israelites, seducing spirits allured him
into error by appealing to the lust of
his flesh (Hos. 4:12; 1 Tim. 4:1). Should
that young man feed on pornographic
materials, the spirit of harlotry would
possess him and lead him away from
the Lord into all forms of evil.
A Seducing Spirit
What was the allure of Baal throughout the Old Testament era for the
Israelites—the people of God? As seen
in the actions of Elijah and Josiah
(1 Kings 18–19; 2 Kings 23), God’s
people made dramatic strides from
time to time to abolish Baal worship.

Yet Baalism in its many forms constantly reared its ugly head to allure
the Israelites to abandon the Lord to
worship the fertility gods.
Fertility worship took two forms
among the Israelites. The first was
golden calf worship. The calf Aaron
made portrayed a young bull, which
was one of the figures under which
Baal was worshiped throughout
the ancient Near East. “A young
bull [was] the symbol of strength
and virility. . . . and was pictured in
Canaanite epics as mating with heifers
to produce calves.”1 The people identified the golden calf as “your God,
who brought you up from the land
of Egypt” (Ex. 32:4, HCSB). After the
people ate and drank, they “got up to
revel” (v. 6, HCSB). Revelling included
ritual sexual activities so the deities
would ensure fertility for the worshipers’ fields and families. The roots of
this type worship are found in the
ancient Baal cultic practices.
Jeroboam, the son of Nebat, made
calf worship the state religion of the

Northern Kingdom when he led the ten
tribes from the house of David. He too
designated the golden calf as God who
delivered them from Egypt (1 Kings
12:28). Every ruler of the Northern
Kingdom followed Jereboam in perpetuating calf worship, which ultimately led to their being swept away
as a nation in the Assyrian captivity (2
Kings 17:21-23). The damning nature
of calf worship was that it reduced the
Lord to an image, identified Him with
the fertility gods, and put His implied
approval on the licentious worship by
which people would act out in His
name the lusts of their flesh.
We could call the second form of
fertility worship “mainline Baalism.”
The Israelites had sexual relations with
the Moabite women as they joined
them in worshiping Baal of Peor
(Num. 25:1). Joshua challenged the
people to rid themselves of the fertility
gods and any other foreign gods and
to join him and his family in worshiping the Lord and Him only (Josh.
24:15). However, at Joshua’s death,
the people abandoned the Lord and
“worshiped Baal and the Ashtoreths”
(Judg. 2:13, HCSB). Ashtoreth was
“worshiped . . . as the consort of
Baal, depicted in nude with horns
on her head, and was thus a member
of the fertility cult.”2 The Ashtoreths
may refer to the figures of Ashtoreth
located at the various Baal shrines.
These images are sometimes called
“Asherah” or an “Asherah pole” (Deut.
16:21; Judg. 6:25; 2 Kings 23:6,13-14),
after Asherah, the Canaanite fertility
goddess, who was thought to be the

LESSON REFERENCE
BSFL: 1 Kings 19; 2 Kings 23

ILLUSTRATOR PHOTO/ BRITISH MUSEUM (31/21/2)

B AAL
The Allure of

BI Summer 2007

Likely represents
the Canaanite
god Baal in the
role of warrior;
bronze figure
with silver
overlay; dates
1400–1200 B.C.;
from Tyre.

57

BI Summer 2007

ILLUSTRATOR PHOTO/ G.B. HOWELL, JR.

58

mother of Baal. Although Gideon tore
down the Baal altars and destroyed the
images, Samuel later had to exhort the
people again to put away the Baals and
Ashtoreths and worship only the Lord
(1 Sam. 7:2-4).
Solomon opened the floodgate of
Baalism to God’s people by taking
wives and concubines from nations
with whom God had forbidden intermarriage. These women “seduced
him” (1 Kings 11:4, HCSB) to forsake
the Lord to follow their fertility gods.
Solomon built shrines of worship for
Ashtoreth, Chemosh, and Milcom (also
called “Molech”), the fertility gods or
goddesses respectively of the Sidonians,
the Moabites, and the Ammonites.
Solomon built these shrines on the
Mount of Olives across from the temple
of the Lord. The site of these shrines
came to be known as “the Mount of
Destruction” (2 Kings 23:13, HCSB) for
the corruption and desolation fertility
worship brought to God’s people.
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In the Divided Kingdom
Baalism took over the Northern
Kingdom with the ascension of Ahab
to the throne. When Ahab married
Jezebel, the daughter of Ethbaal, king
of the Sidonians, Baalism became the
state religion along with the calf worship of Jeroboam (1 Kings 16:31-33).
As seen in the contest to determine
who is God, both Baal and his consort
had prophets who taught the doctrines of the fertility cult and facilitated
the people in their licentious worship (18:19). Although Elijah put these
prophets to death, Jezebel forced the
now-discouraged Elijah to flee for his
life at her promise to kill him. In Elijah’s
vision at Mount Horeb, God gave him
further instructions to abolish Baalism
(19:15-18). In fulfillment of his role as
king of the Northern Kingdom, Jehu
destroyed Baal worship but continued
in the calf worship of Jeroboam (2
Kings 10:28-31). Soon Baalism revived
in the Northern Kingdom, and the

people continued in both calf worship
and mainline Baalism until they were
swept away in the Assyrian captivity
in the sixth year of Hezekiah, king of
Judah (18:10).
Hezekiah took major steps to purge
Baalism from the Southern Kingdom
and to lead the people to serve only
the Lord (vv. 1-6). But Hezekiah’s
son Manasseh sealed the doom of
the Southern Kingdom by erasing
Hezekiah’s reforms and plunging the
nation deeper into fertility worship
including child sacrifice and every
form of divination (21:1-6). Although
Josiah sought to eliminate Baal worship from the Southern Kingdom and
even tore down the altar Jeroboam
erected at Bethel to the golden calf
(23:4-15), the reforms were superficial.
Fertility worship had become ingrained
into the culture. The prophet Jeremiah
testified to the revival of Baalism and
indeed the worship of all the host of
heaven under the reigns of Jehoiakim
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and Zedekiah, sons of Josiah (Jer. 1:3;
7:9,18; 19:5; 44:15-23). Finally, Baalism
and its attendant evils led God to
reject Israel and to destroy Judah and
Jerusalem (2 Kings 21:1-15).
Baal’s Enduring Appeal
What was the allure of Baal? The name
“Baal” means “lord, possessor.” Baal
was worshiped as “the Lord of heaven”
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worship of Baal! The contest on Mount
Carmel proved that Baal was no god.
Opening their hearts to the seducing
spirits that enticed them to Baalism
or any other false religion only led to
destruction. The need was to look to
the Lord their God and to serve Him
with all their hearts. The Lord would
then bless the Israelites with every
blessing just as He promised them upon
their entering the land of Canaan to
possess it (Deut. 7:12-14; 28:1-14).
We can learn lessons from the Old
Testament’s depiction of the people
of God. How are we to have our
needs met? In the Sermon on the
Mount, Jesus listed our basic needs
as life, food, clothing, and shelter.
We could add such desires as vocational success, happiness in marriage,
and contentment. Jesus underscored
the futility of seeking these things
in themselves by whatever means.
He affirmed God’s promise to bless
those who keep His covenant by telling us to put God and His kingdom
first—and then all our needs would
be provided (Matt. 6:33).
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in contrast with the Lord God of
Israel who is the true “Lor d, the
God of heaven” (Ezra 1:2; Neh. 1:5).
Baal is variously pictured as the sun
god and the storm god. A favorite
image portrays him with a lightening spear in one hand, a mace in the
other hand, and a helmet with horns.
Baal was thought to be the giver of
life who provided the winter rains, the
spring mist, and the summer dew. On
the other hand, Baal was thought to
take life away by withholding the rain
and sending the fierce summer heat
that brought drought and death. At
such times, worshipers sacrificed their
children along with animals to placate
Baal’s anger and to restore his favor
(2 Kings 21:6; Jer. 19:5).3
What was the allure of Baal? People
by their nature are religious. They
will worship someone or something.
Baalism provided a substitute religion
without the moral demands of the
Lord. Also Baalism claimed to provide
the fertility needed in an agricultural
society by satisfying the lusts of the
flesh. Through their own sexual relations at the altar of Baal and those of
the priests and priestesses, the people
sought to entice through sympathetic
magic Baal and his female consort to
mate in heaven to produce on earth the
needed fertility in crop life, animal life,
and human life. “To ensure her fertility
in marriage, a young lady would sit in
the gate of the Baal shrine for seven
days to engage in prostitution with the
priests and/or strangers.”4 Wives and
family members followed their men to
the shrines to act out their lusts with
whoredom and wine. Baalism also led
the people into other abominable practices such as sodomy (1 Kings 14:24; 2
Kings 23:7). These practices took away
their hearts and led to their doom
(Hos. 4:8-14).
How were the Israelites to have their
needs met? Certainly, not through the
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