
Nov. 3, 2019 – (All Saints 1, Elijah on Mt. Carmel) 

Sermon Text – 1 Kings 18: [17-19] 20-39 

 

- The prophet Elijah came near and said, "O Lord, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let 

it be known this day that you are God in Israel, that I am your servant, and that I have 

done all these things at your bidding.  Answer me, O Lord, answer me, so that this people 

may know that you, O Lord, are God, and that you have turned their hearts back." -  

 

Needless to say, things did not go well in the divided kingdoms of Judah and Israel.  In 

the north, King Ahab and his wife, Queen Jezebel, whose name is still associated with 

the epitome of evil in our time, went way beyond the “Golden Calves” of King 

Jeroboam.  They encouraged the worship of the Canaanite god, Baal, and his divine 

consort, Asherah.  They themselves worshipped and served Baal.  And they did 

whatever they could to discourage the worship of the God of Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob.  In the south, things were sometimes better and sometimes worse.  As our story 

begins, there has been a drought in the land for three years.  As the water has dried 

up, conditions have deteriorated.  There is much suffering.  And Elijah is told to go to 

King Ahab because the Lord is ready to end the drought.  Ahab however is not so 

ready to hear the good news.  He calls Elijah a “troubler of Israel.”  Elijah explains that 

it is not him who is the “troubler,” but Ahab because of the worship of Baal.  To settle 

the matter, Elijah proposes a contest, a real WWE Smackdown of a show – two altars, 

two bulls, two deities, eight hundred fifty prophets against one!  Seems fair!  Let the 

festivities begin! 

 

 The prophets assemble at Mt. Carmel on the eastern shore of the Mediterranean 

Sea.  This is Elijah’s home territory.  He has only that one, small, advantage, the home 

field.  Because the prophets of Baal are the visitors, they get to go first.  They build their 

altar, they select their bull, they cut it into pieces and lay it upon the wood.  Then the 

real action begins.  They begin to call upon Baal to put fire to the wood to burn up the 

sacrifice of the bull.  From morning until noon, they call out to Baal.  They march 

around the altar until they are limping.  Nothing happens.  At noon, Elijah begins to talk 

some smack.  “Maybe Baal is meditating, or has wandered away, or gone on a 

journey, or is sleeping.”  The NRSV of the Bible cleans up the language of the Hebrew a 

little to protect the ears of our modern audience.  One of Elijah’s suggestions is that 

maybe Baal “has gone to relieve himself in the bathroom.”  The prophets of Baal 

redouble their efforts, cutting themselves so that their blood runs from their veins as the 

continue to march and call upon their god.  Nothing happens.  They keep it up all 
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afternoon.  Still nothing.  So, Elijah says, “Enough.  Let me give it a try.”  So, he builds his 

altar – twelve stones for the twelve tribes of Israel, a trench dug all around it, wood 

piled on top with the pieces of the bull; then, four jars of water poured out on the 

offering three times, so that everything is thoroughly soaked and the trench is filled with 

water.  For Elijah, it seems that the numbers disadvantage is not enough.  He will fight 

the prophets of Baal with one hand tied behind his back!  When all is ready, he will call 

upon the Lord.  And then all the people will see what happens! 

 

 It is interesting to me that Elijah does not call upon the Lord to send fire from the 

skies to burn the wood and consume the sacrifice.  That is not his ultimate objective.  

Instead, he calls upon the Lord to “let it be known this day that you are God in Israel… 

so that this people may know that you, O Lord, are God.”  That is the goal.  That is the 

prize.  That is what Elijah wants to happen.  This is no mere contest.  This is no simple 

entertainment.  This is not some easy stunt or basic magic trick.  This is serious business.  

Elijah’s hope is that the people will come to know that the Lord is God and turn again 

to believe and follow the ways of the Lord.  His desire is to restore the faith of the 

nation.  When Elijah has completed his prayer, fire falls from heaven and consumes 

everything – the offering, the wood, the stones, the dust that is left and the water that 

fills the trench.  All of it is gone!  And the people fall down on their faces and proclaim, 

“The Lord indeed is God.  The Lord indeed is God!” 

 

 This is All Saints Sunday.  It is the day in the church year when we take a few 

moments to remember the saints.  Our focus is on the saints in our own congregation 

who have changed their status in the past year.  We begin with the newly baptized, 

those saints who have been added to our number.  We move then to our new 

members, the saints who have come to us from other places.  And we conclude with 

the faithfully departed, those saints who have died in the last year and joined the 

heavenly kingdom.  Our display of roses, our giving of gifts and our lighting of candles 

is no flashy contest on Mt. Carmel, but its point is the same.  We lift up the faith of these 

particular saints in the hope that the rest of us will have our faith strengthened.  As a 

result, our goal is to turn our hearts again to God, so that like the people on Mt. Carmel, 

we too might proclaim, “The Lord indeed is God.  The Lord indeed is God!” 

                Amen. 


