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 For the first part of this summer we’re going to spend time in the story of the prophet Elijah. Elijah’s core message 
was really very simple: there is only one true God from whom to receive life. The reason Elijah spoke this message to his 
people is the same reason we need to keep hearing it today: we live amidst false gods with seductive appeal to the desires of 
our hearts.  

___ 
 

 First Kings 17, verse 1 is our introduction to Elijah. The first thing we notice about Elijah is his name. The first 
three letters, Eli, mean “my God.” The last three letters, jah, mean “is God.” So Elijah’s name is his message: it means, 
“my God is Yahweh,” Yahweh being the personal name God revealed to Moses four hundred years earlier at the burning 
bush. Who, or what, our hearts holds as our God reveals where we think we’ll really get life and happiness and meaning 
and worth. 
 

Elijah was a prophet at a time when Yahweh’s name was on people’s lips, while their hearts really sought life 
through gods as dead as the stones that depicted them. Prophets are never popular because they put things so plainly as to 
make us uncomfortable. The soul-probing question behind the ministry of the prophet is, “Where, in your heart of hearts, 
do you really believe you’ll find life and happiness, meaning and worth?”  

 
This was the question behind Elijah’s first sermon. Elijah came out of Gilead and said to King Ahab, “As the 

LORD, the God of Israel, lives, whom I serve, there will be neither dew nor rain in the next few years except at my word.”   
The sermon was more than just a weather forecast. It was a word to expose Ahab’s idolatry, and the futility of seeking life 
outside of the God named Yahweh. 

 
Ahab was king of the fairly young nation of Northern Israel. Fifty years earlier, Northern and Southern Israel had 

split after the death of king Solomon. Solomon had become arrogant and greedy, adopting labor and economic policies 
that ended up tearing the nation apart. Israel’s tribes in the north rebelled and installed their own king. They also 
established their own worship practices apart from the temple in Jerusalem in the South. The worship centers in the north 
incorporated the gods of the indigenous Canaanite people. Most notable of these gods was the fertility god Baal. 

 
Baal worship would boom around a holidays like Memorial Day because Baal was the god of rain and fertility. 

When you wanted good weather for grilling and swimming, you prayed to Baal. When the flowers in your garden were 
wilting, you to Baal for rain. To ancient Israel, the question of rain wasn’t just about convenience and landscaping. Rain 
meant you did or did not have crops to sell and food to eat. In a very real way rain meant life or death. So we can 
understand why Baal worship wasn’t just alluring to farmers but also to kings with economies to run and luxurious tables 
to enjoy. 

 
When Ahab took the throne, his nation had improved economically and politically, while declining spiritually––

which wouldn’t be the first or last time a nation’s standard of living would go up while their way of life got worse. Most 
notable in the spiritual decline was Ahab’s construction of a temple to Baal to rival the temple in Jerusalem. The implicit 
message was, if you live in the Northern Kingdom, you will find prosperity by worshiping the Baal. 

 
Which points out sneaky idolatry is. Israel never explicitly said, “Let’s become an idolatrous people and forsake 

the God Yahweh.” When we engage in idolatry it isn’t always obvious that we’re doing so. To our hearts, it can just seem 
we’re seeking the prosperity we think we want. 

 
Among people I know, including myself, one version of idolatry might go something like this. There’s a Northa 

American family with life that’s scheduled to the hilt. Sports, music, dance, and scouts. Work commitments, church 
commitments, and an ongoing struggle to “make time for family.” (At what point did “family” become people you make 
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time for rather than people you shared and grew in life with?) In the midst of it all, the children in this family also strive to 
be excellent students.  

 
Everything in this family’s jam-packed schedule is something they’ve somehow chosen, just like the circus juggler 

has chosen to keep a bowling pin, a flaming torch and a chainsaw in the air all at once. Like the circus juggler, the family 
can feel that the act is manageable––just barely––but also wonder how much harm it will do them. Some days this way of 
life feels to crush them, but since everyone they know seems to be living the same way, so approaching life any differently 
doesn’t seem realistic.  

 
What, really, are they seeking in living this way? To fit in with others who are as “involved” and crazy busy as 

them? If so, life that seeks worth from the approval of others can be a form of idolatry. They might justify their lifestyle 
saying they’re giving their children as many opportunities as they can so they’ll grow up to be successful. But it seems that 
a frantic and depleted life for the sake of “success” has ended up making an idol of success.  

 
Sometimes, at the end of a jam-packed day, when their heads hit the pillow, their souls yearn for relief from the 

demands of life they are living. While they have a comfortable income, decent health, and pretty much every material 
possession a person could want there’s a lingering ache in their gut that suggests they aren’t living joyfully the level of their 
soul. They suspect that if they had more down time, more time together, more time just to be and to enjoy, they’d live 
with a deeper happiness. A sure path to identifying our idols is to complete the sentence that begins, “I’d finally be happy 
if…” 

 
I’d finally be happy if I got the recognition I deserve at my job. But is that a vision of happiness that makes an idol 

of others’ approval? I’d finally be happy if I could get my way with some system or situation. But that can make an idol of 
power. I’d finally be happy if I could get free of certain obligations or responsibilities. But that idolizes independence. I’d 
finally find joy if I could discipline myself to master a struggle. But that makes an idol of self-control. I’d finally be content 
if my health improved. Surely that would be a blessing, but perhaps it ends up making an idol of comfort.  

 
There are so many ways we can finish the sentence, “I’d finally find joy, or worth, or meaning in life if…” There 

are so many that there’s no end to the idols we can set our hearts on. We live believing, if we could only get that, then our 
lives would be worthy and prosperous. And so we idolize material things, money, relationships, accomplishments, body 
image, scintillating experiences.  

 
In addition to naming our idols by saying what we think will finally make us happy, we can also find them by 

getting honest about what we fear the most. What we think will save us from what our hearts fear most can be idolatrous 
just as well. 

 
The reason God forbids idolatry is that, in the end, it doesn’t satisfy. As soon as we get what we so set our hearts 

on, it turns out it wasn’t enough. That’s because Baal isn’t interested in satisfying your soul. Baal wants you to believe that 
your life and the world around you are not fertile ground, so you keep turning to the idol for what amounts to a passing 
shower. The reason God sent the drought upon the land was to show that setting your heart on Baal meant setting your 
heart on death, because Baal can’t save. When we set our hearts and our hopes on our idols we’re hoping in what can’t 
finally give us life. 

 
Which brings us back to Elijah, whom God commanded to flee after his prophecy of drought. “The word of the 

LORD came to Elijah: ‘Leave here, turn eastward and hide in the Kerith Ravine, east of the Jordan. You will drink from 
the brook, and I have directed the ravens to supply you with food there.’” The reason that prophets never live comfortable 
lives is that a life that strives for comfort tends to be life filled with idols. 

 
So at Kerith Brook Elijah wasn’t living comfortably but he was living in God’s care. The ravens God sent 

“brought him bread and meat in the morning and bread and meat in the evening, and he drank from the brook.” If we 
look back in the Bible, we remember that God provided bread and meat for the Israelites all through their wilderness 
journey to the Promised Land. And where there was no water, God drew water from the rock. See, Baal wants people to 
come to him begging and needy. But God anticipates Elijah’s need and serves him in wilderness elegance by a wait staff of 
ravens. 
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The ravens are an interesting touch. Leviticus and Deuteronomy name the raven among the unclean birds, 
alongside the vultures, eagles, and hawks. That’s because ravens eat road kill. Just what had that raven touched before 
bringing Elijah’s breakfast? But Elijah received the ravens’ deliveries as God’s gracious hospitality, as a sign that Yahweh 
was the true and living God. So at Kerith Brook Elijah lived true to the meaning of his name, “my God is Yahweh.” In the 
Northern Kingdom, the provision of rain thought to come from Baal was drying up. But  the provision come from the 
living God kept coming and coming, fresh and the morning and sure as the sunrise.  

 
Perhaps if Elijah’s heart were set on comfort and affirmation, success or power provision by ravens would make a 

rather shabby life. But his heart set on the living God as Lord, his heart grateful at God’s loving provision, the meal served 
God’s ravens gratified not just the stomach but the soul. 

 
Which points to what breaks the power of the Baals, the idols in our lives. It’s gratitude. It’s life by grace. It’s a life 

of rejoicing at the ravens that God sends into our lives day by day.  
 
Once we’ve named the idols we believed would finally make us happy, the gospel calls us to leave them behind. 

When we name and relinquish our idols, we can learn the soul-deep happiness of living gratefully with God as our savior 
and provider. Because the comfort and power, that intimacy and wealth our hearts so want––we were never really going 
to get them from our idols, but only from God who gives them freely in his love. The problem with the idols look to for us 
worth and meaning in life is that, however much we set our hearts on them, idols can’t love us back. And they hardly 
loved us first. 

 
Tomorrow our nation honors those, we sometimes say, made the “ultimate sacrifice.” The men and women who 

have served our nation at the cost of their lives are a sign that, deep down, all of us want to pour out our lives for 
something that’s worthy. But we have to say that, according to the gospel, there is truly only one ultimate sacrifice. It is the 
sacrifice that Jesus made for us on the cross. 

 
Through Jesus’ cross, God put to death and passed judgment on of the idols that enslave and harm us. When we 

name Jesus as Lord, we are saying that all of our Baals are as good as dead. They are not worthy to have power over us, so 
we don’t give them the power. We are also saying that Jesus, whom God raised from the dead, is the only one from whom 
we absolutely expect to get life. And that is true freedom. That is true prosperity––to know that in the midst of idols that 
lead us to fear, anger, anxiety, and a sense that the life we have isn’t enough––in the midst of all that, there is a living God 
and Savior who gives more love and power, more acceptance and comfort, more soul-deep wealth and sure provision than 
our idols ever could. 

 
Our soul, our life, was not made to live in the clutches of anything other than the God who gave up everything for 

us in Christ. God did that to give us everything, so we would belong entirely to the God who alone gives the life that’s really 
life. Amen. 


