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Sermon for Trinity 4, 23rd June 2013  
 
I Kings 19.1-15a; Galatians 3.23-end; Luke 8.26-39 
 
Paul wrote to the Galatians - ‘in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through 
faith’. 
 
As followers of Jesus Christ, do we hear God’s voice in our lives, speaking to us, 
reassuring us, instructing us?  Well not very clearly perhaps, or where would be 

the need for faith? 
 
We know that Jesus commanded his disciples to love one another.  He also 
commanded them to love their enemies.  The writer of the First Letter of John 
puts it like this: 
 
‘He who does not love does not know God; for God is love’. 
 
It is perhaps in receiving and giving love within the Christian community, and 
in taking that love out into the wider world, that we are most likely to find 

God.   
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Yet many people become Christians through a feeling of God being present to 
them at some point, as well as through a growing hope and conviction that 
Jesus is the Way.  The religious experience of individuals has been shown to be 

heavily influenced by their background.  Some Catholics have claimed to have 
seen visions of the Virgin Mary, whereas Protestants are more likely to lay 
claim to seeing visions of the risen Christ.  And of course those from other 

faiths have religious experiences too.  Very few Christians would claim to have 
seen a vision, but some might feel that God, or Jesus, has said something to 
them on a deeply personal level.  Or perhaps they have been conscious of a 
sense of direction that they believe is from God.   
 
I suggest that most would be reluctant to speak of such things.  Our subjective 
experience should probably remain just that, personal to ourselves, save in 

exceptional circumstances.  What should concern us far more, in public at least, 
is our meeting together as Christians, our  study of the Bible, our sharing the 
bread and wine around the Lord’s Table, our love of our neighbours, whether 
they are our friends or not. 
 
I would also suggest that believers are often more likely to have a sense of 
God’s presence when they have come to the end of their own resources or are 

in deep trouble.  The story we heard this morning about Elijah is a case in point. 
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Elijah is ranked with Moses as one of the greatest of the Old Testament 
prophets.  Time and again we read that ‘the word of the LORD came to 
Elijah’.  Three weeks ago we heard the story about Elijah taking on the 

prophets of Baal at Mount Carmel.  King Ahab had married Jezebel, daughter of 
the King of Tyre, who came with her own religion and her own prophets.  Yet at 
Mount Carmel it was Elijah’s god who produced fire, not Baal.  For the moment 

at least the people were recalled to their rightful allegiance to Yahweh, the 
LORD, and Baal’s prophets were seized and slain. 
 
And then, after a long drought, the rain came!  What a triumph!  Ahab rode in 
his chariot to Jezreel - and Elijah ran before him.  ‘The hand of the LORD was on 
Elijah’ we are told. 
 
The trouble though with being on an emotional high is that one way or another 
you’re bound to come down to earth eventually.  Elijah had demonstrated the 
powerlessness of Baal and had foretold the coming of the rain.  However, he 

had reckoned without Jezebel, the king’s dreadful wife, who, on hearing about 
the death of her prophets, sent Elijah a message threatening to have him killed 
likewise within twenty-four hours.  
 
The story of the war against the worshipers of Baal, as told in Kings, is a long-
drawn out one, vindictive and full of violence.  Leaving aside the problem that 
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poses for us when we read the biblical account today, let's just look at the very 
personal story about Elijah which we heard today. 
 
Although a great prophet, Elijah was only human.  Exhausted from all his 
labours and perhaps from his run through the rain, he lost all his 
confidence.  Perhaps his confidence had become self-confidence, rather than 
trust in the LORD.  The great prophet Elijah was afraid for his life and ran away 
from the northern kingdom of Israel to Beersheba, the southernmost city of the 
southern kingdom of Judah.  He left his servant there and went on alone into 
the wilderness.  The great prophet lay down under a broom tree, sulkily told 
the LORD to take away his life, and fell asleep! 
 
And an angel brought him food.  Elijah is depressed through exhaustion and 

lack of food, so he is given the opportunity both to sleep and to eat.  He is given 
strength to make the journey to Horeb, probably Mount Sinai in fact, where 
Moses had met with God.  He spends the night in a cave and seeks to justify his 

actions before God.  After all has he not been very zealous for the LORD, unlike 
those faithless Israelites? 
 
He is told to stand on the mountain, for the LORD is about to pass by.  And 

there is a great storm.  A great wind, an earthquake and a fire.  Yet perhaps to 
show that Yahweh is not just there in the great forces of nature, but is present 
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beside and beyond them, the LORD is not in the wind, the LORD is not in the 
earthquake, the LORD is not in the fire.  After the fire there is ‘a sound of sheer 
silence.’  When a voice asks him, “What are you doing here, Elijah?”, Elijah 

once more replies, his face hidden in his mantle, that he has been oh so zealous 
for the LORD. 
 
And the LORD simply gives him his next instructions in the continuing battle 
against Baalism and idolatry: 
 
‘Go, return on your way to the wilderness of Damascus; 
when you arrive, you shall anoint Hazael as king over Aram’.   
 
The LORD goes on to say is that he has a successor lined up for Elijah, Elisha! 
Moreover the Israelites have not all forsaken the covenant.  In fact there are 
seven thousand who have not bowed their knees to Baal! 
 
Even if we feel we can’t take this story literally, preferring to see it as a 
wonderful legend, it is a great story about how it is possible for the LORD’s 
servant to lose heart, to be so discouraged that he feels like giving up 
altogether - and then the LORD deals with him firmly, but also kindly, so that 
his strength and his confidence returns.  In the end the Elijah just has to get on 



6 
 

with his next task, but his faith is restored because he has heard the voice of 
the LORD in ‘a sound of sheer silence’.  Another translation calls it ‘a gentle 
whisper’.  The Revised Standard Version has ‘a still small voice’. 
 
Our gradual hymn today was ‘Dear Lord and Father of Mankind,’ with the 
words: 
 
‘Speak through the earthquake, wind, and fire, 
O still small voice of calm!’ 
 
It is only really the last verse of the hymn that has this link to the Elijah 
story.  The earlier verses are about following Jesus, who waited on the Lord in 
prayer in the Galilean hills.   
 
I spoke at the beginning about the subjective and uncertain nature of most 
religious experience.  We walk by faith, not by sight.  Yet very occasionally, God 

does speak more clearly, more unmistakeably, but probably only when 
someone is in very great need. 
 
You will be aware that Burma, also called Myanmar, is gradually emerging from 
years of repression under a military junta.  Well the Archbishop of Myanmar, 
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the Most Revd Stephen Than Myint Oo, recently told the magazine ‘Anglican 
World’ that 30 years ago, after being in prison for two years, he was in total 
despair.  He was on the verge of committing suicide. Then he had a vision.   He 

saw a vision of a purple cross and heard a soft clear voice saying “My son, I am 
with you always”.  What happened next?  Well he decided to keep on enduring 
the barbarous conditions of his imprisonment.  After his release he trained for 

the Anglican priesthood and eventually became Archbishop. 
 
Two things strike me about this story.  First, that the young man was in terrible 
need, at the point of taking his own life.  Secondly, after his faith was restored, 
he committed his life to serving God.  God saved him from death, but he was 
saved in order to serve. 
 
In the end, whoever we are, our trust, as Christians, is not in ourselves but in 
God.  Moments of insight and encouragement will come, sometimes from other 
people, but, as St Paul said, 'we walk by faith, not by sight'.  When we seek to 

follow Jesus, God’s Spirit will lead us, and we will be part of his Church, his 
people.   
 
Thanks be to God.    Amen. 


