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MOUNT CARMEL

The drought was in its third year, when God told Elijah to go and have

a word with Ahab 1, and he (God) would provide rain.

Meanwhile the famine in Samaria was severe, and Ahab sent for

Obadiah, his chief minister who was in charge of the palace.

Now Obadiah was a God-fearing man, and when Jezebel decided to

massacre all the neviim of God (replacing them with her own prophets of

Baal) he had rescued a hundred of them. He had then hidden them in two

caves, fifty men in each, and secretly provided them with food and water.

This time, of course not knowing about this, Ahab sent for Obadiah and

suggested that the two of them should go out personally and search every

spring, brook and stream to see if they could find a little water for the

animals. Each then went alone in a different area, so as to cover the

district between them.

While searching his area, Obadiah suddenly came face to face with

Elijah, recognised him, and said ‘Are you really my lord Elijah?’

‘Yes’ replied Elijah, ‘Please go and tell your master that Elijah is here.’

‘What!’ said Obadiah. ‘You want Ahab to kill me? What is my sin?

Ahab has asked every single nation to search for you, and made each one

swear that he had searched and could not find you. Now I will leave you

and give your message, and meanwhile a spirit of God will whisk you off

to goodness knows where, and Ahab will look for you and not find you,

and kill me! Have you not heard how I rescued and hid a hundred neviim

1. In all these stories, I have written the names of kings of the Northern Kingdom
(‘Israel’) in italics to reduce confusion.
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from Jezebel and provided them with food and water, and now you ask me

to tell Ahab that Elijah is here. And he will kill me!’

‘I swear to you in God’s name that today I will meet him’ replied

Elijah. So Obadiah told Ahab, who went to meet Elijah.

As usual the first thing when they met was to exchange, not exactly

greetings but insults.

‘Is this you, Elijah, troubler of Israel?’

‘It’s you that troubles Israel, not me, you and your family’ he replied.

‘Now I have a job for you. I want you to assemble all of Israel, together

with Jezebel’s four hundred and fifty prophets of Baal and her four

hundred prophets of Asherah, on Mount Carmel.’ 2

Ahab did this, and Elijah addressed the people there:

‘Why do you keep jumping backwards and forwards between God and

Baal? If God is the god, follow him, and if Baal, follow him!’ 3

Nobody answered him, so he continued: ‘I am alone, the one remaining

navi of God, while Baal has four hundred and fifty here. Now take two

bulls, let them choose whichever one they want, slaughter and dissect it

and put it on the wood, but without fire. I will do the same with the other

one and put it on the wood without fire. Let them call to their god, and I

will call to God, and the one who answers with fire is the true god.’

The people accepted this, and Elijah told the Baalites to go first. They

did this and cried out to Baal all morning to answer them, even jumped

on the altar, but nothing happened.

At mid-day Elijah taunted them, ‘Shout louder, because he is a god, but

perhaps he is busy talking to someone, or on a journey, or asleep and will

wake up?’ So they shouted, and cut themselves with knives till they bled,

until late afternoon, but nothing happened.

2. Near Haifa. Not Carmel in Judah mentioned elsewhere.

3. The rabbis criticised him for saying this.
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Elijah then took twelve large stones, as the number of the sons of Jacob

who was renamed Israel, and built an altar. He then dug a deep trench all

round it. On the altar he placed wood, then the dissected bull, and told

them to pour lots and lots of water 4 over the animal and the wood, and

to fill the trench with water. Then he prayed hard to God to answer him.

Fire suddenly appeared and burned up the sacrifice, the wood, the

stones and the dust, and dried up all the water in the trench.

All the people saw this, fell on their faces, and shouted ‘God is the true

god, God is the true god!’

Having won a victory for God, Elijah told the people to seize the

prophets of Baal, let none escape. Then he took them down to the valley

and slaughtered them all.

He then turned to Ahab and said ‘Eat and drink, the rain is coming.’

After a while a tiny cloud appeared on the horizon, which grew until the

sky was filled with clouds. He told Ahab to hitch his chariot and rush

home to Jezreel before the rain interfered with him, which he did, and the

rain came pouring down. Elijah honoured the king by running before him

as far as Jezreel.

Elijah felt that he had won a final victory for God, but it was not that

simple. There was a sequel - next time.

4. Presumably undrinkable sea water which was available nearby. Ordinary
drinking water was not available, due to the drought.
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