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This is one of those Sundays when there are a lot of readings, and there’s a lot going on 
that it’s sometimes hard to understand the importance of each text.  

In our reading from 1 Kings there’s a showdown between Elijah, the prophet of the God of Israel 
and the prophets of Baal. And what’s at stake at this contest is the allegiance of the people. Elijah 
boldly says to the people, “How long will you go limping with two different opinions? If the 
Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal, then follow him.” 

Scripture says that the prophets of Baal number 450, while significantly smaller is the 
one lone prophet Elijah advocating for the Lord. This contest between the deities is to see which 
god will set their altar on fire. Each group of prophets is to get a bull, cut it in pieces, and lay it 
on the altar but not to set fire to it. The prophets will call to their gods and the one whose wood is 
lit on fire will prove that they are the true god.  

So the prophets of Baal call out to their god from morning to noon. And nothing happens, 
unsurprisingly to us. Elijah seems to enjoy this and begins to mock them, saying, “Cry aloud! 
Surely he is a god; either he is meditating, or he has wandered away, or he is on a journey, or 
perhaps he is asleep and must be awakened.” 

This causes the prophets of Baal to shout even louder, and cut themselves with swords so that 
their blood gushed out. Still nothing happened.  

Eventually Elijah calls the people to come to him. He repairs the altar of the Lord that 
had been destroyed. When he finishes rebuilding it, he makes a trench around it, puts the wood 
on top of the altar, and lays the pieces of the bull on top of it. Then he commands the people to 
put four jars of water on the altar. Now today we might not be all that familiar with sacrificing 
animals on altars, but we know that if you want to set something on fire it needs to be dry. 
Trying to set wet wood ablaze just doesn’t work out. But Elijah asks the people to pour even 
more water on top of the altar. And he tells them a third time to do this, and we know it must be 
soaking because the text says water ran all around the altar and it even filled the trench.  

“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. 37 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.” 38 Then the fire of the Lord fell and consumed the burnt offering, 
the wood, the stones, and the dust, and even licked up the water that was in the trench. 39 When 
all the people saw it, they fell on their faces and said, “The Lord indeed is God; the Lord indeed 
is God.” 

This text leaves me with a lot of questions that overlap the other two texts for today. Did 
Elijah deserve to have God hear him? I ask this question because when we look at the Gospel 
reading, the Jewish leaders tell Jesus that the centurion deserves to have his request answered. 

Did God answer Elijah’s request not because Elijah was trying to demonstrate his own 
might as a prophet but rather because Elijah was trying to give glory to God when he asked “so 
that this people may know that” the Lord is God, and that He has turned their hearts back to 
Him?” 

Sometimes we read that Jesus performs a healing or a miracle so that the witnesses might 
believe in Him. Did Jesus answer the centurion’s request because even though he had command 
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over many men he was still humble and did not try to bring glory to himself? Or perhaps because 
many might see this sign and believe in Jesus? Including the servant, the Jewish leaders, maybe 
even some Roman soldiers.  

Why did the Israelites need another sign after all that God had done for them in the past? Or 
in our epistle, why did the Galatians follow another teaching after all that Paul had revealed to 
them about Jesus?  

• I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you to live in the 
grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel—which is really no gospel at all. If 
anybody is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let them be under 
God’s curse 

 

Apparently, missionaries following after Paul persuaded these Galatian Christians that it was 
necessary for them to become Jewish in order to be true followers of Christ. Their rationale may 
have been something along the lines of this: Jesus was the prophesied Messiah for the Jewish 
people, He went to the synagogue as a good practicing Jewish man, and His first disciples were 
Jewish. They used the Jewish scriptures. Therefore, those who want to become followers of 
Jesus must first become Jews. For the men, that means circumcision.* 

 

But this goes against everything that Paul has been trying to say, which is why he is so upset. 
People are no longer under the Jewish laws, Jesus has made things new and broken down the 
cultural barriers, whether circumcised or uncircumcised, Jewish or Gentile, male or female, all 
are made equal in Christ. And one doesn’t need to become Jewish before becoming Christian – it 
is helpful to understand the Israelite background, but it is not required.  

This is what we believe in, this is the gospel by which we have come to faith. We didn’t 
become Jews first. We are Christians, brothers and sisters in Christ, who worship a heavenly 
Father. We profess our beliefs every week in the Apostles Creed, I believe in…this, this, and 
that.  

Let’s look now at the Gospel reading. I too am amazed at the faith of the Roman centurion. 
He knows where he stands with God. Even though this man had some worldly prestige and 
social standing, he didn’t consider himself to be worthy enough to host Jesus. As badly as the 
centurion wanted Jesus to come to his place in order for Him to heal the servant “the centurion 
sent friends to say to him, “Lord, do not trouble yourself, for I am not worthy to have you come 
under my roof; therefore I did not presume to come to you. But only speak the word, and let my 
servant be healed.” 

That’s a bold statement. Even though the Jewish elders consider the centurion to be worthy, 
he doesn’t consider himself someone deserving to have Jesus under his roof. There are lots of 
people who want Jesus’ attention. Some invite Jesus to their homes, to come and eat with them, 
but it doesn’t seem that they think of themselves as being unworthy of having Jesus with them.  

I think the centurion is someone who demonstrates amazing faith because he gets it. He gets 
that Jesus is capable of healing his servant from a distance with just a word, without having to 
come into his home because he knows, somehow, that Jesus is the true God. We don’t know if he 
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became familiar with Jewish scriptures or just wanted to be nice to the people he served. Maybe 
he didn’t know about Elijah and the prophets of Baal, but he had faith. Because there’s a 
difference in knowing biblical stories, and knowing the One about whom they are written.  

And knowing that Jesus is on His way to his house, the centurion realizes that he is undeserving 
to be in the presence of this holy man. That’s pretty remarkable.  

I wonder what we can learn from this story and the centurion. Do we consider ourselves 
worthy to be in the presence of God? I’m not sure. We’re probably familiar with the verse, 
“where two or three gather in my name I am present” but do we expect Jesus to be here…or 
better yet, do we feel entitled that God be with us?  

Do we deserve for the Holy Spirit to be with us this morning, here in this place of 
worship? Maybe, maybe not. I don’t think it is such a bad thing to want to be in God’s presence, 
but when we are fully aware of who we are, and who God is, I think we need to appreciate this 
opportunity. When Isaiah had a vision of being in God’s presence, he said “Woe is me! I am lost, 
for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen 
the King, the Lord of hosts!” Who are we, sinful as we are, that we should be in the presence of 
God this morning? That we should be speaking with God, that we should be loved by God? If we 
have the humility of the centurion we know that in and of ourselves we don’t deserve anything 
from God, and that we are not worthy to be treated a special way.  

But the really, really great news is that even though we don’t deserve anything, or are 
worthy to be in God’s presence…He still allows us to be anyway. We call the most awesome 
being in the universe our Father, and we are all connected – as brothers and sisters – in this really 
incredible way that lets us have a direct relationship with the Creator of the universe and 
everything around us.  

Sometimes this relationship is made really clear to us in simple ways – like in nature, 
sometimes in other ways, maybe near-death experiences, or profound moments. Other times we 
might forget that we’re really privileged to have this relationship with God. We don’t have to 
appease God, or feel that He is far away from us; we don’t confess our sins to someone else, or 
offer sacrifices to make up for our mistakes. No, we’re brought into a direct relationship with our 
Father. Remember that. Let us remember how lucky we are to have this closeness with God, and 
with each other.  


