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Some of you may recall that, a couple of years ago, I had the privilege of visiting the Moody Bible 
Institute in Chicago.  Since I have long been an admirer of the preaching ministry exercised by 
Dwight Moody in the late 19th century, it was a pleasure to study at the college he founded.  During 
the conference, which was for pastors from around the world, a statistic was quoted that shocked, 
but didn’t completely surprise me.  It was stated that, in the States alone, 500 pastors leave the 
ministry every month! 
 
Now, let me tell you something I have never said in public before.  There has been more than one 
occasion when I have considered bringing my own time in ministry to an end.  And, by the way, I 
don’t just mean because of recent doctrinal tensions in the national church.  For me, the main issue 
has largely been simpler, and more personal, than that – discouragement.  My head has gone down, 
my heart has been heavy, and I felt that I just couldn’t go on.  Now, that may surprise you.  I 
suppose that I usually appear to folk as a fairly positive and upbeat person.  But, that does not 
preclude periods of spiritual dryness, or gut-wrenching challenge!  Trust me when I say that I am 
not alone.  In fact, I have recently assumed the role of Presbytery Chaplain, deliberately supporting 
others in full-time Christian service, due to my awareness of just how much some people are 
struggling.  But, before you think that today’s message is only for ministers, let me assure you it is 
not.  Christians, in every walk of life, are not immune to satan sowing the seeds of despair in their 
spirits.  And so, we turn to the story of Elijah in our E100 studies. 
 
Chapter 18 of 1st Kings records a supreme victory of the Living God over His detractors – in this 
case, the prophets of Baal.  You know the scenario – on Mount Carmel, Elijah challenges those idol-
worshippers to prove the efficacy of their gods and they fail miserably.  The LORD then thunders in 
fire from Heaven!   
It is a true power encounter, which results in two things – return, through repentance, of the people 
of Israel to their faith, AND reaffirmation of God’s glory.  For Elijah, who had been under great 
pressure from King Ahab and his Queen, the infamous Jezebel, it must have felt like he had just 
won the Champions’ League trophy, an Olympic Gold medal and Israel’s Got Talent all in the one 
day!  However, much like the experience of great sportspeople and theatrical players, that “high” is 
very short-lived.  Thus, we find the prophet, in chapter 19, on a real downer: Elijah was afraid and 
ran for his life. When he came to Beersheba in Judah, he left his servant there, while he himself 
went a day’s journey into the wilderness. He came to a broom bush, sat down under it and prayed 
that he might die. ‘I have had enough, Lord,’ he said. ‘Take my life; I am no better than my 
ancestors.’ (3-4) 
 
Elijah is burnt out; his confidence has gone; he is running on empty, and he feels a real physical 
threat upon his life, indeed, that his life is not worth living. Clearly, he also believes that he is alone 
in his witness and service: He replied, ‘I have been very zealous for the Lord God Almighty. The 
Israelites have rejected your covenant, torn down your altars, and put your prophets to death 
with the sword. I am the only one left, and now they are trying to kill me too.’ (10 & 14)  Israel was 
in turmoil, and Elijah took it personally.  Sadly, that led him to exaggerate the situation.  But, the 
LORD soon put him right on the matter: “I reserve seven thousand in Israel – all whose knees 
have not bowed down to Baal and whose mouths have not kissed him.” (18) 
 
It is easy, is it not, to allow few negative circumstances and comments to outweigh a larger body of 
people, who are positive and affirming?  In response, I love the cartoon I saw on Facebook, which 
depicts a bird’s eye view of the earth, with a single wee guy hanging off the edge, under the 
superscript that reads, “7 billion people on this planet, and you are worried about that one!” 
 
God starts by saying to Elijah (and to us), get things in perspective 
However, the LORD doesn’t stop there.  And, we can discern from this story some very practical 



 
  

steps that can be taken to help relieve each one of us in times of trouble: “…he (Elijah) lay down 
under the bush and fell asleep. All at once an angel touched him and said, ‘Get up and eat.’ He 
looked around, and there by his head was some bread baked over hot coals, and a jar of water. 
He ate and drank and then lay down again. The angel of the Lord came back a second time and 
touched him and said, ‘Get up and eat, for the journey is too much for you.’ So he got up and ate 
and drank. Strengthened by that food, he travelled for forty days and forty nights…” (5-8) 
 
It is quite wonderful how rest, food, water and exercise (walking), can begin to restore our souls 
and spirits, as well as our bodies.  But, make no mistake, it was also consciousness of the presence 
of God, which went a long way to renewing Elijah’s zeal for service: “The Lord said, ‘Go out and 
stand on the mountain in the presence of the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by.’ Then a great 
and powerful wind tore the mountains apart and shattered the rocks before the Lord, but the 
Lord was not in the wind. After the wind there was an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the 
earthquake. After the earthquake came a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire. And after the fire 
came a gentle whisper.” (11-12) 
 
Too often, we are looking for God in the big and the spectacular, when we ought to be quieting 
ourselves before Him and listening for that still, small voice of encouragement.  One of the real 
blessings, which I trust you have felt in revisiting familiar passages through the use of the E100 
bible guide, is to slow each one of us down daily, and to receive Christ’s grace and peace.  You see, 
there’s an important principle at work here.  When Elijah is concentrating on himself and his own 
circumstances, he gets deeply depressed.  But, when he lifts up his eyes and focuses on God and His 
eternal purposes, new vigour arises.  The short lesson is; get your eyes of your problems and 
on to the One Who is Sovereign over all things and people. 
The LORD is a God of fire, wind and earthquake – powerful forces – but He also comes near us in a 
personal and compassionate way, through His whisper.  One antidote for spiritual depression, then, 
is trusting in the power and passion of God towards His people.  But, before I leave this passage of 
Scripture, I must draw your attention to another means by which we can bring balance into our 
sometimes fraught lives: “The Lord said to him, ‘Go back the way you came, and go to the Desert 
of Damascus. When you get there, anoint Hazael king over Aram. Also, anoint Jehu son of Nimshi 
king over Israel, and anoint Elisha son of Shaphat from Abel Meholah to succeed you as prophet.” 
(15-16) Fundamentally, God is commanding Elijah to get back out there and begin thinking about 
someone other than himself.  How many times have I heard it (don’t know) in Hospitals and homes 
– “There’s aye somebody worse off than you are!”  The quickest way to defeat depression is to get 
involved in helping other people.  Someone has reminded us that it’s much easier to steer a car in 
the right direction once it has started moving.  That is also true of how God acts upon and through 
us as believers in His Son. 
 
Now, let me close things off for this morning by referring you back to the title for my sermon – 
“AWOL.”  Those of a certain vintage will recognise the acronym to mean “Absent Without 
Leave.”  As I understand it, the term originated in military circles, and that seems appropriate for 
a church of Christian soldiers.  Certainly, Elijah was in danger of going AWOL.  And, sometimes, so 
are we.  Troubled in the depths of our being, we feel like giving up and giving in to external 
pressures placed upon us.  The pace and challenges of modern life wear us down and tire us out.  
We feel unequal to the task when battling against the forces of evil in society.  How do we cope?  
Can we respond suitably?  At the risk of sounding like Bob the Builder (or Barrack Obama – and, 
when have you ever seen them in the same room?).  YES we can! 
 
Lord of power and might.  Draw near and speak to us the reassuring words we need to hear.  Lift our hearts and spirits, 
and work a miracle of grace in and through us, as we wait upon You in Christ, our Saviour. AMEN. 

 


